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Preface



‘Character’ is an unfashionable concept nowadays, especially when it’s used when talking of a place and its people. Anxieties about multi-culturalism, political correctness and unwelcome stereotyping have all made talk of ‘character’ sound like an echo from a stiff, formal, collar-and-tie past; something Rudyard Kipling or John Buchan might have sounded off about in a speech on the Empire.


And yet people often talk of the special character of a place; of whatever it is that makes it different from elsewhere. The Borders is surely different, and possessed of a rich, deep-dyed and colourful character – something that has never gone out of fashion in the Tweed Valley. And this book is a long exposition and explanation of what that character is, and how it came about.


The theme of duality – usually a duality of opposites – threads through the long story of the Borders. The landscape forms the character of a people, and the extremes of environment found between the windswept bleakness of the Cheviot ranges and the detailed, sunlit fields of fertile Berwickshire have helped to create a double-sided imitation of both: the dour, stone-faced ability to endure and the chattering cheer of some of the best talkers and writers the world has ever heard or read. The Border landscape created the austerity of St Cuthbert and started the flow of words and ideas from the pen of Walter Scott.


Certainty and a lack of confidence also struggle together in the minds and memories of Borderers. There can be few places in Britain so sure of their identities as the Border towns. The glorious, flag-blazoned, heart-stopping pageantry of the Common Ridings and all that richness of music and poetry are printed early and indelible on a Border imagination. And yet, in a moment, that same exuberance can darken and morph into a stolid conservatism, an astonishing lack of confidence in the versatility and robustness of the very traditions which lend so much substance to that vivid sense of identity. Perhaps the Common Ridings and other institutions are seen as imperishable and unchanging bulwarks against the flood of constant change swirling around the Tweed basin and its sheltering hills. History is the antidote to such unthinking. Change turns out to be an insistent theme in Border history, and traditions which have no value beyond their antiquity are repeatedly swept downriver into oblivion. In the Borders at its best, the tradition of change is the only one which matters.


The most attractive characteristic of the Border people is their pride. And what this history shows is not swagger or empty bombast; Borderers are proud men and women because they know they come from nothing small. The story of this beautiful place is immense, sweeping; the achievements of its people world-changing; the atmosphere often one of intimate, moving humanity, lit by great kindness and decency. Pride is what moves Borderers to think of their shared past. And it is no wonder.


Alistair Moffat


Selkirk, Christmas Eve 2006
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Rivers Run Through


The winter of 1962/63 was long and bitter. Snow lay on the ground for months and the Tweed was frozen so thick that when Dr Davidson and his friends marked out a curling rink, they lit a brazier on the river-ice. Exotic episodes like that aside, everyone was sick of the weather, complaining about the slippy roads and paths, the frozen mess of grit and muck, and tired of shovelling away new falls of snow. Our fire was never out, banked up and smoored overnight, and even the coal fire in the upstairs big bedroom was lit when we went to bed.


But I was happy, very happy. In 1963 I finally got my dream job. There was no interview, no negotiation on pay and conditions, no need for previous experience and no opportunity to meet my employer. The present incumbent had decided to retire to make way for someone younger. At fifteen he was due to leave school and learn a trade, apprenticed to a joiner. And at twelve, it was thought that I was ready to take over. But all I really knew was that I was to report for work on the first Monday of the New Year, at 5 a.m.


And so, at 4.30 a.m. on Monday, 3 January 1963, I silenced the alarm, slid out from under the blankets onto the freezing linoleum and was into my clothes in less than a minute. My Ma was up, making sure that I was up in time for my first morning at my first regular job. She handed me a piece of hot buttered toast and told me to get a move on. I pulled on my anorak, folded the toast, put it in my pocket and stepped out into the icy night. Black as soot, this was not the morning but still the night before.


Delivering the Store milk was a plum job. The Store was the Kelso Co-operative and Wholesale Society and everybody, except the toffs, who were not members, and some folk in Roxburgh Street, got the Store milk. Gliding through the empty streets, the electric float made very little noise, only seeming to click and buzz faintly when it moved. The rattle of the metal milk crates was louder, and the sound of Tommy Pontin, the milkman, when he was whistling, which was all the time, was louder than everything.


Even though it was hard work and in the wintertime fingers frozen red and then numb (no gloves allowed because that meant only being able to pick up two or three bottles instead of eight), I liked the Store milk. Looking back from a distance of nearly forty years, I can see how it was the job of my dreams. At 4.30 in the morning I felt that I saw the town before anyone else was up and doing, passed through the streets as they slept on, and watched lights go on in curtained windows as it awoke. I liked seeing the buildings quiet in the winter dark, mysterious and full of secrets. The ruins of Kelso Abbey stood black and tall against the eastern sky, and as the sun came up, it lit the bell tower, tipping it with yellow against the dark blue. When the abbey was built in the twelfth century, it was easily the tallest building for many miles. Nine centuries later, it still was, and I liked that too. Empty, roofless and gutted now, penned in by iron railings, its walls soiled by countless pigeons, and with a scatter of headstones under the broken arches, the old church was a place of dreams. Seeing its great tower reach up in the early morning through a huddle of buildings and trees, it came alive for me when it was silent, in the half-dark, free from the twentieth century which would drive, walk and chatter around its foot when the morning came.


I had heard stories of the abbey bells being cast into the nearby Tweed. When news came of approaching English armies, they were said to have been dragged along a track and thrown into the deep Maxwheel whirlpool where the Tweed turns sharply east towards Berwick and the sea. The summer before, we had been swimming in that part of the river, something strictly forbidden, and for good reason. We stood dripping in our trunks, helpless and horrified on the riverbank watching Bobby Armstrong being sucked into the Maxwheel and pulled down by the undercurrent. Screaming, knowing, he cartwheeled, skinny white legs momentarily in the air before going under for the last time. For weeks afterwards I thought about it, wondering what Bobby had seen in the deeps of the Maxwheel. There were tales of river tunnels, and in the run of wish-fulfilling illogic that pulls along a young imagination, I could see Bobby finding one, swimming up out of the mirk into the air and coming back to the light amongst the battlements of the Old Castle, Roxburgh Castle, whose ruins stood a mile to the west, across two rivers.


At the same time as I began to deliver the Store milk (did she plan this? – she was working in the accounts department at the Store at the same time), my Ma decided to take me in hand. At primary school I was apparently not a co-operative child and as a result, I found myself in the class where we made things all day. Handicrafts, I think it was called; in one term we turned out raffia mats and bits of old cork cut out in circles for teapots to sit on. It was great. Our teacher was a delicate wee woman who looked like Celia Johnson, wore a pink-print smock and lived in a world of her own. Either turned towards the blackboard, writing and pointing, or looking at some distant vista out of the high windows, she seemed able to ignore the sporadic rioting in her classroom, the fights, the incessant racket made by the black-haired Romany kids shoved into our school for the winter, and the wee girl who sat behind me with her hand up, saying urgently, ‘Please, miss. Please, miss,’ just before she peed herself, every day.


My Ma made an appointment to see the headmaster, with me dragged in behind her. After a short discussion which, thankfully, never seemed to mention me but dealt with the proposition that since my older and swotty sister clearly wasn’t stupid, being dux of the school and so on, then how come I was educationally subnormal? All I remember was my Ma spitting on her hankie and rubbing my face and telling me to breathe through my nose and not to look so gormless. The upshot was that the following week I found myself in the class where you never made things, did not riot, and did exactly what you were told, which was reading and writing. And history.


Around the same time, my Ma also dragged me all the way down Bowmont Street and in through the swing doors of the Carnegie Library to meet Mr Bird. A big man with a bald head, he wore tiny National Health specs that made him look like a kindly owl. At that time, since I didn’t do any, I thought reading was impossible without specs. They were part of the equipment. ‘Now,’ he leaned over the lending counter to get a better look at the scruffy kid just frogmarched in by his mother, ‘what about Richmal Crompton?’ It seemed more like a question for him than for me. A Richmal Crompton might have been a bicycle or a make of cricket bat as far as I was concerned. I took Just William home, but, even with my Ma checking on me every 5 minutes (I realise now that she was making sure that I could actually read), I could not make head nor tail of it. I was able to read the words but they made no sense. What language were these people speaking, on which planet did they live, and what was Violet Elizabeth Bott?


After a series of doomed attempts at Enid Blyton, Arthur Ransome and even, in desperation, Zane Grey, Mr Bird handed me a little brown, leather-bound book with a lion rampant crest tooled on the front. It turned out to be a history of medieval Scotland. I remember an early chapter entitled ‘Troublous Times’, and the others seemed to be a variation on the same theme. I cannot recall the book’s title or the name of the author. But it was magical. Some of the things happened at Kelso Abbey, others in places I knew well, only a mile or two from my bedside lamp.


When I walked down through the dark streets to the Store milk depot, I could look over towards the hulk of the abbey tower rising above the rooftops and populate it from the pages of history books. In the empty town it was easy to imagine the names back into life, the hundreds of generations long vanished into the darkness of winters past. Now I knew who had bombarded the abbey with cannon in 1545 and destroyed all of the east end, who had founded it in 1128, and also that, like me, the monks had to get up in the middle of the night to go about their business. I knew that the Tweed had a bridge much further upriver than the modern crossing near the Maxwheel. About halfway through my milk round, there were deliveries to some houses on Chalkheugh Terrace which sat high above the Tweed looking out to the west and to the overgrown ruins of the Old Castle, where kings had sat in judgement and siege engines rumbled. On the great river peninsula below there had been a medieval city, with named streets and houses, four churches and a royal mint, and it had all disappeared to nothing: not one stone left standing on another, only grass where the sheep and cattle browsed. When I left my job of dreams a few years later, the milkman, Tommy Pontin, said to Jimmy McCombie, my successor, that although I was reliable and always turned up, I was a bit slow on the deliveries. I expect he was right.


Tommy used to organise the round so that it ended near my house and allowed me some time to eat a breakfast, get changed for school and away on time. One of our last deliveries was never set down on the step, but handed over in person. Old Will Rutherford timed the opening of his front door to coincide exactly with my arrival and as I gave him his pint, his old collie always brushed past me out into the lane. Better known as Wull the Hird, he wore the sort of russet herringbone tweed suit given to estate workers as part of their fee, a matching bunnet, and carried a long crook with a horn handle he had carved himself. The Hird had worked high up in the Cheviots, and even though he had long since retired, he went nowhere without his dog Blacker. ‘It was blacker than the other pups in the litter.’ Absolutely obedient, even to the quietest word or whistle, I never saw the collie on a lead, and never heard it bark. But it could fix you, eye to eye, in a long staring match. I once remarked to the Hird that Blacker seemed intelligent, for a sheepdog. ‘Intelligent?’ he snorted, ‘Intelligent, is it? Ee think a’ they can dae is herd sheep? That yin could knit ee a pullover.’


Once the Hird and his dog had completed their morning walk (it got shorter and shorter as their arthritis got worse), and if the weather was fair, they stationed themselves at the foot of Forest-field, where it joins Inch Road. There was an old loupin’-on stane for Wull to sit down on and plenty of smells at the corner to interest the dog. As the world passed on its way, Wull greeted and chaffed people, sometimes making outrageous comments, many of which seemed to be addressed to his dog. ‘Will ee look at that?’ he spluttered, when a lady with aspirations crossed Inch Road with, dear God, a West Highland Terrier wearing a wee tartan coat, ‘The dog’s better put on than ee are, wumman!’


On Sunday mornings there was no milk delivery and in the summer I used to pick up the Hird’s Sunday papers. He always asked me what I was reading, and I always told him, at length. Once I came across the story of Drythelm, a seventh century monk at Old Melrose who was fond of standing up to his neck in the freezing midwinter waters of the Tweed as a penance and a severe mortification of the flesh. ‘They’re a’ daft in Melrose,’ said the Hird, shaking his head. ‘Aye and strange craturs as well.’ As an example he told me the story of Michael Scot, the Wizard. With clap of thunder and shaft of lightning, Scot had cloven the Eildon Hills in three. Buried in Melrose Abbey, for all the church disapproved of his black arts, his stone cist had been opened by curious young monks and Michael’s book of spells removed. To this day no-one knows what happened to it.


Sometimes it seemed possible to hear Wull thinking, hear the connections tumble and click into alignment, like a cerebral fruit machine. ‘Ee were on about monks at Melrose the other week,’ he would start, and then, content with that link, embark on the story of St Cuthbert. ‘He was a hird-laddie, like myself, and he saw visions up in the hills. Now, I can quite easily believe that.’ Once the Hird was in gear, the journey could be dizzy, labyrinthine. ‘What I want to know is that when he became a monk, what happened to his dog? If it was a guid yin, it wouldnae have left him or gone away with another hird. Did the monks have dogs? Maybe? They had sheep.’ These musings led to the definition of a good collie dog. And then the story of the Dumfriesshire shepherds who went out on the hills in the great storm of 1829. ‘They could smell the snaw coming’, and with their dogs how they fought to bring down their hirsels off the hillsides before the sheep were engulfed in the drifts. Some men died on the hill, ‘and, you know something, their dogs stayed beside them. They could have got off and doon to the bottom shielings, but they stayed. They stayed.’


In May 1959 a car came down our street. It wasn’t the baker’s van, the coal lorry or the red Post Office parcel delivery, it was a private car with black-on-white number plates bolted to the bumpers back and front. JR 4172 drew to a stately halt directly outside our house. And my Dad got out. He was beaming at us all, and I mean all, since half of the neighbours had appeared on the pavement to get a closer look. Pushing her way through the throng my Grannie hirpled forward and poked her stick at the pencil-thin tyres of the sort of car the Keystone Cops might have screeched to a halt in. ‘Who belongs this then?’ My Dad grinned at her, ‘It’s mine, Ma.’


For the first summer we never went anywhere in it. Or at least we didn’t arrive at any destination, or make any holiday trips to far-off places. Instead we went for short hurls in the countryside. If it was a fine evening, my Dad would announce a hurl, we’d all pile in and usually drive south out of Kelso. Threading our way through the foothills of the Cheviots, he often followed a minor road running parallel with the Tweed Valley. Lit by a westering sun, the views were long, seemed never-ending, almost far enough to show the curvature of the earth. ‘There it is. The Inhabited World.’ But we never had any opportunity to get out and look; the car never stopped, no matter how much whoever needed a pee and we always got back home to 42 Inchmead Drive well before darkness, or even gloaming, came in. I suspect that my Dad was nervous in his first few months of car ownership; not wanting to cut the engine far up a country lane a long way from help, not trusting the battery to sustain lit headlamps, and certainly not keen to park JR 4172 outside any address but his own.


‘Cruising at 30,’ my Dad sat back behind the wheel and smiled across at my Ma. We were on our way to Hawick, at last making a journey which involved getting out of the car. And even more than that, this was a trip where we stopped somewhere, did something, and then came home. That morning all of us had been scrubbed, dressed in our best, inspected and warned that nothing less than ‘behaviour’ would be tolerated. Ma looked grand in a new frock and Dad had been down to Jock Hume’s to buy a new checked Van Heusen shirt to go with his checked sports jacket, his checked bunnet and the baggy grey trousers he called ‘flannels’.


It was June and Hawick Common Riding Saturday. The horse races at the Mare were on and we were going. Born and raised in Hawick, my Ma saw JR 4172 as more than transport: it was a way of keeping in regular touch with her family. At the Mare, Auntie Mary, Auntie Daisy, Auntie Isa, Auntie Jean, Auntie Margaret and Uncle David, along with a couple of dozen cousins, had spread tartan rugs on the grass, set out a huge picnic and were sitting in the sunshine blethering, watching the jockeys leather their horses, blethering, pouring tea out of ancient cream-coloured thermoses, blethering, blethering, handing round ham sandwiches and busy being a large, old-fashioned extended Scottish family.


Stories; it seemed to me as a child that the Borders was nothing more than a mountainous pile of stories, a mass of unsorted jigsaw pieces sometimes shuffling together into a transient pattern, soon dissolving again into a chaos of names and places. But some of the stories stuck in my mind, who told me them and where. And gradually, as JR 4172 took us all over the Borders, I could see where some of them belonged and then in what order they should be thought about. At the Mare my aunties teased me for being a Kelso man, but they told me their stories because I was half-Hawick and gave them edge and meaning because they wanted me to remember them.




What though her lads are wild a wee,


And ill tae keep in order,


‘Mang ither touns she bears the gree,


Hawick’s Queen o’ a’ the Border





When she recited that to me, there was a catch, unsuccessfully covered by a smile, in my Auntie Jean’s voice. She meant it. It was the sum of all the stories, the outcome of all the suffering, what was left after the fun, the flags and the bunting came down at the end of the Hawick Common Riding. Tears filled up her eyes when Jean told the tale of Hornshole and the winning of the Flodden flag in 1514. These things happened. And for my Auntie Jean, they happened to her, to her people, in her place and they were part of the beating heart of now, of the Common Riding, and not uncertain or distant events from a misty landscape that belonged to the other country of the past.




Teribus Ye Teri Odin,


Sons of Hawick that fell at Flodden





In the desperate aftermath of that disastrous battle, a party of young men had gone out east from Hawick to intercept an English raiding party inbound to the town intent on destruction of all sorts. At Hornshole they clashed. In a roadside skirmish by the River Teviot, Hawick defeated mighty England and carried off their flag to prove it. Teribus Ye Teri Odin, the enigmatic town motto, is carved on the plinth of the Hawick Horse, a defiant sculpture that remembers Flodden and is the stone icon at the still centre of the Common Riding. Remembering a sorrow five hundred years old, Jean wept for Flodden and also for all those who had remembered it every year since, for all that experience in one place.


I was lucky to hear these things. JR 4172 delivered me to places and times when my own people, not yet made blase or dissatisfied by the allures of mass-media, knew who they were and where that identity came from. Pride, softly spoken and clearly understood, was everything to the family sitting in the June sunshine on the tartan rugs at the Mare.


But sometimes that robust sense of identity depended on enmity, on defending it against outsiders. Battles, and not the modern long-range video-game version, were hard-fought affairs: men standing toe to toe, pushing, stabbing, close enough to smell the sweat, taste the blood and feel the fear. Either side of the border line, strings of bloody fights spatter over the pages of history. Border armies were personal, groups of brothers, cousins, neighbours, and men who depended for their lives on unspoken loyalty, and no-one ever taking a step back.




Stand firm and sure,


For Jethart’s here.





High on the Carter Bar where the modern road crosses one of the Cheviot watersheds, on the border between England and Scotland, the Scots were on the wrong end of a sixteenth-century beating. Until, riding hard up the river valley, the men of Jedburgh arrived late to reinforce the Scots and scatter the English troopers, chasing them south down into Redesdale.


Dramatic reversals like that, the litany of Stirling Bridge, Bannockburn, Flodden, Culloden and a dozen others draw a thick black line between us and the English, and build an easy fence for history to fall either side of. But, in truth, they tell only famous parts of a more complex and much richer story. Kings anxious and ambitious for their dynasties, wealthy landowners wanting more, and churchmen in search of greater glory for their God; these were the dynamics of national confrontation, the forces which brought armies to battlefields, the interests that stood to gain from victory and had the power to mitigate defeat for themselves. Steel was sharpened and heads broken for the benefit of tiny groups of privileged people.


For me, these contrary thoughts had an unlikely beginning. The first time JR 4172 took us out of Scotland was more than an adventure. When we chugged across the Tweed Bridge between Coldstream and Cornhill, there was a squat roadside sign with a St George’s Cross announcing ENGLAND. Nothing happened. No-one stopped us to ask what we thought we were doing. The colour of the road went from gunmetal tarmac to orange, but the hedges and fields were the same, the people in the village of Cornhill didn’t spit as we passed, and there was no sign of Violet Elizabeth Bott.


Cruising at 30 allowed my sisters and I time to look at the countryside, read the signposts, and to point out nothing particularly exotic to each other. Double-declutching, my Dad changed down to get us up the hill to The Salutation Inn, where he told us he could see the sea. In the back that kept us busy until Longridge Towers where Barbara shoved Marjie and me out of the way to tell the front seat that she could definitely see the sea, and she saw it first. And what is more that the town on this side of it was Berwick upon Tweed. It looked enormous. And it was full of English people.


There were so few cars on the roads in 1959 that passing another one was an event. No-one had yet bothered to regulate for them in small towns. And that meant that one of the many joys of JR 4172 was that Dad could park virtually anywhere. Pulling the complicated lever arrangement which flicked out a yellow indicator flag from a slot between the driver’s and the rear doors, he drew in to the kerb by Stodart’s Rum Puncheon, a restaurant at the Berwick end of the Tweed Bridge. I got out to look at the English. Expecting them to be different, to fail to understand me when I wanted to buy something in a shop, I was immediately on my guard. This was an enemy town. Anything could happen, and I was not to be disappointed.


It was Saturday morning and the Berwick market was in full cry. Stalls lined the High Street and under striped canvas canopies barkers shouted their bargains to a throng of shoppers. It seemed like a mad carnival, nothing at all like going for the messages. Wull the Hird had warned me about this sort of thing. He had been to Berwick once and bought a pair of socks in the market. ‘Shrunk in the first wash,’ he said, ‘couldn’t even have got them on my thumbs on a cauld day.’ I kept my hands plunged deep in my pockets, protecting my pennies against English trickery.


Forty years on, in the late autumn of 2000, I drove down from Selkirk to Berwick upon Tweed to have another look at the English. It was a slate-grey day, the cloud cover and the North Sea merged into each other so completely that the vanishing point of the horizon was entirely lost. The world seemed folded in a chilly blanket. Pulled out of safe harbour by a tug, a tanker began to plough up and down through the choppy swell, and on Spittal Promenade, on the south bank of the Tweed estuary, a few dog walkers bent against the east wind. I bought a plastic cup of coffee from the cafe in Tony’s Amusement Arcade and walked around the back to see if the iron drinking cup was still attached by a chain to a tap set into the wall. It was.


Spittal Trip was organised by Kelso’s churches to allow the children of the town the opportunity to get out of it and visit somewhere different. The train windows were slid shut to jam officially sanctioned streamers, and on arrival at Tweedmouth Station, each child had a numbered and coloured badge tied to their lapels which entitled the wearer to a paper bag of buns and biscuits and a small bottle of Middlemas’ lemonade. Then we were taken in a long crocodile to the beach to enjoy ourselves.


Unlike my labelled pals, I had been to Spittal, Berwick, the beaches down the coast at Scremerston (where we really did enjoy ourselves) many times in JR 4172 and I took an urbane, even slightly weary, view of the annual trip. What an irritating, supercilious child. I spoke to English people, and even went into Woolworths to buy toy soldiers on behalf of the more reticent. I liked England very much.


And walking around Tony’s Amusement Arcade, down Berwick High Street, up to the King’s Own Scottish Borderers barracks, I remembered why the town was so attractive. What made it different and exciting for a boy raised in the landlocked valleys of the Tweed basin was a simple thing; here was a working port, the smells and sounds of part of a maritime economy, the squawk of seagulls over the rooftops, a customs house and harbourmaster and the best fish and chips in the world. Ultimately it had nothing to do with the burghers of Berwick being English. As I grew older and a bit less supercilious, I came to understand that these people were Borderers like us, their experience and all of their history was intimately bound up with our own. And the St George’s Cross and the ENGLAND sign were no more than coloured labels relatively recently attached. Outsiders often miss the point about Berwick’s apparent isolation. The debate does not revolve around nationality, about whether or not the town ought be part of England or Scotland. What really matters is that Berwick should be clearly and consistently recognised as part of the Borders.


And this is something which needs to be stressed throughout the long story which follows this introduction. When Borderers both sides of the line look over their shoulders to Edinburgh or London, they see cultures and attitudes which differ far more sharply than those of Langholm and Longtown or Coldstream and Cornhill. And yet politics insisted on difference, and for a thousand years the peoples of the Border have been pulled apart by kings, churches and parliaments. Even though they shared the same climate, geography, diet, experience and hard-bitten sense of humour, they are now indelibly different peoples. As late as the seventeenth century the London Exchequeur wrote of ‘English Borderers’ and ‘Scottish Borderers’ with an exasperated emphasis on the second name. But now Carlisle is an English city inhabited by English citizens nominally attached to the Church of England and definitely situated in England while Hawick would be horrified if anyone suggested it was was not true-blue, ‘Flower of Scotland’, dyed in the wool Scots. In many important ways this is the story of how these people who shared so much came to be divided.


Coming back to live in the Borders after thirty years away felt like the resumption of an interrupted conversation. People I hadn’t seen in all that time greeted me as though we had spoken only the day before yesterday and nothing much had happened meantime. All these years away (Wull the Hird always said that a day out of Kelso was a day wasted. What would he have said about the squandering of three decades?) I had been quietly circling the mountain of stories I had heard and read about the Borders, thinking about them when I thought I was thinking about something else. What held them together was, of course, a place. But what made them live was people. I came quickly to see that if the history of the Borders was not first, last and always about real people, then it was nothing much at all. Without the actions, words, tears, laughter and mistakes of people, stories soon dry up into the dusty arithmetic of history, of dates, numbered kings and annalists’ lists. The reported remark of the austere seventh-century monk Drythelm, that he had been in colder places than the River Tweed in January, comes racing across the centuries as absolutely authentic, the sound of a dour Borderer talking 1400 years ago. More recently there was the stubborn perfectionism of the Berwickshire blacksmith James Small, rejecting prototype after prototype of his revolutionary cast-iron plough, and his refusal to patent the design and thereby restrict its use amongst his fellow Borderers and ploughmen all over late-eighteenth-century Britain. The texture of Carr’s Table Water Biscuits reflects the austerity and industry of the Carlisle Quaker family who founded the firm and throws a link right across the Borders to Eyemouth and the equally severe God worshipped by the North Sea fishermen.


Kings may have been distant but they were nevertheless important, and in the early period they are often all we hear of. However, the ordinary people of the past are the bedrock of this long and complicated story. And for a simple reason. They were our mothers and fathers, directly related to us in a clear line through uncounted generations. DNA testing all over Britain has taken samples from the remains of early peoples and compared it with our own. There is so little variation as to be statistically insignificant. And that means that across the human universe of nine or ten thousand years in this place, we are who we were. Outsiders came and they changed the society of the first settlers, the Old Peoples, first to Celtic, then Celto-Roman, then Christian, then English, then Gaelic, then Norse, then Norman, and on and on. The language spoken by the majority of Borderers changed at least three times and cultural habits more often. New people stamped new identities on the Old Peoples but they did not replace them. We are who we were.


Everyone who has lived in the Borders has been profoundly influenced by geography as well as history. The rivers that run through the hills and plains might be frontiers now but for millennia they were connectors rather than limits. Before the idea of England began to compete with the idea of Scotland, the Tweed was a river that ran through the lives of Border people, guided them to the sea or up country, fed them and watered their fields.


The limitations of this book will be all too obvious, but its limits ought to be made clear from the outset. They begin with a line drawn from near Dunglass Church on the Berwickshire coastline up to Ecclaw Hill and then along the Lammermuir watershed ridges to Soutra, from there across Fala Moor to the ridge of the Moorfoot Hills, then to the head of the Eddleston Water valley north of Peebles and down the line of the A72 to Biggar. South of that line, the stories that follow will often bring in events in Galloway, Dumfries, Carlisle and the Eden Valley down to Penrith. Another line should be drawn from there across Stainmore, to the Tyne and Newcastle, 80 miles south of where we started on the North Sea coastline. This is a huge area, perhaps a twelfth of the land mass of Britain, and there is a great deal to say about the people who walked their lives under its skies.


The geographical scope of this book is easier to comprehend than the wash of history across the landscape. Because of the disruptive nature of political change, the early chapters deal with the wide area delineated above, but as the story progresses, the focus necessarily sharpens. From the medieval period onwards the area now known as the Scottish Borders moves into the centre of the narrative and stays there. This is a matter of practicality in a one-volume history. For the early period it makes sense to deal with both sides of the borderline for the good reason that it did not exist. But once the ideas of Scotland and England began to harden, and much more historical evidence becomes available, it is simply impossible to include everything of importance that happened on both sides of the line, or to the west of Langholm.


For clarity, a broadly chronological arrangement follows, although occasionally it will turn back on itself or jump ahead for what appear to me to be good reasons. But in order not to detour the narrative too frequently, there are a number of lengthy notes incorporated into the text but not necessarily the story. They can be skipped, or ignored, or read later. In any case they deal with vignettes, ideas, or events which were interesting and related to the history of the Borders, but did little to move matters along. For example a synopsis of the career of John Duns Scotus is included here as a note but since most of it happened outside of Duns, it has only an incidental place in the overall picture.


The observations of outsiders are sometimes helpful, particularly at times when the picture is blurred or uncertain. Their opinions are also worth having if they shed light on contemporary attitudes as did, for example, the Archbishop of Glasgow’s ‘Monition of Cursing’ against the Border Reivers of the sixteenth century. But what has been rigorously excluded is the sort of outside validation often so eagerly sought and recorded, particularly in the last 200 years. Very recently a famous television game-show host enjoyed a fishing holiday on the River Tweed and local journalists anxiously relayed his pleasant but patronising remarks about the Borders. Who cares? Over the last few decades there has been an abject and wince-making tendency for some Borderers, no doubt for what they believed were good reasons, to be pathetically grateful for anything positive said by famous, wealthy or influential visitors. Perhaps it was intended to create a needless sense of importance by transference, by the lending of names. In researching this book I began reading a promising-looking and well-produced history of one of the Border towns, but sadly it set an immediate tone when the unctuous author started by showing around a well-known Glasgow singer and setting down his favourable comments. He sounded like a native bearer in the train of a white sahib on a tour of a provincial backwater. I threw the book across my office and it slid under a bookcase, where it remains. We are not reservation Indians anxious for the good opinion of those who care little and know less about this place. We do not need them, any of them.


This story will show that we deserve the dignity of a long and eventful posterity, and that we do not require the approval of anyone else but our peers, our neighbours and all the uncounted generations who walked these hills and valleys before us. We are Borderers, and what we need is to understand better where we came from, and from that, to come to know who we are.




Let them all say


What ere they may,


The gree goes aye


To Gala Water





Wull the Hird might have sung the next verse of ‘Braw, Braw Lads’ but Mr Bird would not have approved. For, like many from an academic background, I suspect he would have preferred a cool, forensic approach, taking together all factors and shades of opinion to distil and produce a balanced and detached view.


What follows could never be that. I love this place, and this is the story of the people who made it.





2



The Wildwood


Four hundred generations ago, sometime around 6500 BC, a small band of hunters pushed their boats out into the shallows of the Sunrise Salt Lake. Wading out as far as they could through the incoming breakers, six men carefully guided forward the sharp prows of their canoes so that they cut through the swell. Three men pushed each boat and then the lightest scrambled on his belly aboard the stern and quickly made his way amidships to steady the dugout and allow the other two to flip simultaneously over the gunwales. Once they had found the birch-bark buckets to bail what water had been shipped in the launch, they took up their paddles and made for the calmer sea beyond the tidewash. It was a windless, sunny spring morning and the hunters found it easy to turn the dugout canoes onto a diagonal course to follow the coastline they knew well.


On the beach stood their people, many of them waving and calling out good luck. There were perhaps seventy of them on the waterline, the children playing advance and retreat with the waves. In front of the crowd, a few yards out into the warm salt water, their leader watched impassively as the canoes grew ever smaller on the face of the great lake. She was anxious and fearful.


From all her long experience, the Old Mother knew that this decision was not only right but inevitable. And it was better to act now, from strength, when something positive could be done, rather than later out of fear and weakness. On the night of the first full moon after the shortest day had been endured, she had gathered the strongest and most resourceful of her younger brothers and sisters, her sons and her daughters into her log cabin. The winter had already been severe and the worst of it was yet to come. As the Old Mother stared at the flames on the hearth, the special fire she had made with rowan logs (to protect her band), hazel logs (for wisdom and guidance for her own thoughts) and green pine twigs from the King of the Trees of Wildwood (for resin-sweetness and spark), she slowly considered her thoughts. At the end of summer the low log walls of the cabin had been stuffed with turf and clay wattle, but the snell wind still found a way around the backs of the circle who sat around the magic fire. As she leaned forward to speak, one of her sons pulled the Old Mother’s bear cloak snug around her shoulders. In more than forty summers she had seen their hunting and gathering grounds change. When her father and his band came to this place they had been alone at first, able to go where they pleased in search of food. And when others arrived, it was good. The young men and women could find partners from the new people and begin their own families, and perhaps even form their own independent bands. But after a time, the game was less and the food-plants, the fruits and berries not enough. Some moved on up the Rocky River into the interior, towards the Sunset Ridges in search of empty lands, and most important, bushes and trees whose fruits had only been harvested by the birds and hungry animals, and places where wild leaf and root plants grew in abundance.


The Old Mother smiled when she said what they all knew. There was food for the winter: stores of hazelnuts, smoked and dried fish, and what could be harvested from the rocks on the shore where the Rocky River curled into the Salt Lake. And there were dried plants hanging in baskets from all the cabins. But it was not enough and the hungry moons of the late winter and early spring were still in front of them all. Old people were dying more easily than they should. That was perhaps in the natural order of things, but the Old Mother’s smile faded when she talked of the children who had not survived the winter. The Gods of the Wildwood bent their snow-clad branches low in sadness to see that. Saplings should grow into tall trees and not wither and fall before their time. That only happened when the woodland was too crowded. And now it was itself suffering. The fires used to drive the game to the killing grounds had been too widespread, too destructive, and it would take many summers for the cover to grow again and bring back the deer, the boar, the elk and particularly the great wild cattle, the aurochs. The Old Mother had heard that even in the lifetime of her father, reindeer and wild horses had been seen less and less, although some said that they went away out of the Wildwood to find open country where they could see for long distances, feel safe from their enemies like the lynx and the wolf, and have time to flee if they approached.


The Old Mother leaned forward out of her bear cloak to poker up her fire and pick up a bowl of warm nettle tea from the hearth. To the others she seemed to be shrinking, her beautiful buckskin tunic hung on gaunt shoulders, white hair in wispy pigtails and her teeth ground down to stumps as she opened her mouth to drink the tea.


Looking round at the faces lit by the flicker of the fire, she surprised them and grew animated, talking quickly with expressive hands and a questioning eye. For many moons the Old Mother had been considering what should be done, but before coming to the burden of it, they all needed to share her knowledge. The Land of the Great Bear, the country that lay directly under those stars of the northern sky, was unknown. It was believed that the herds of reindeer and horses had gone that way, but nothing was certain. No-one had travelled there and come back with stories. ‘But could it be so different from the mouth of the Rocky River? If the Wildwood stretched under the stars of the Bear, its Gods would have power. In the waters of the Sunrise Salt Lake, her father had told her that there were Seal Islands which lay on the path of a canoe journey to the Land of the Great Bear. If that was true then there was food to be had for, once out of the water, it was easy to kill seals if you were quick.


Knowing how long it took for matters of this sort to grow in the minds of her people, the Old Mother suggested, but did not insist, that when the spring came a scouting party should take two canoes up the coastline to look for the Seal Islands, and perhaps to go beyond them. And then, to forestall any discussion, she rose as quickly as she could and made her way to the door of her cabin. Once outside in the moonlit clearing of the winter camp, the Old Mother took her oldest son’s hand and then the hand of the oldest daughter. She motioned for all the others to join them in making a circle around the Tall Pine in the centre of the camp. Chanting in low rhythmic voices, they walked and danced in a sunwise direction around the great tree, looking up to its branches and beyond to the stars of the Great Bear.


The scouts made steady progress up the coastline, paddling in one unified stroke, not talking, concentrating on making headway. The men in each bow had fixed their gaze on certain landmarks and, by pulling harder for short bursts, they had kept both dugouts on course. The spring sun was climbing to its zenith, there was barely a whisper of a breeze, and the sea seemed warm. But with anxious backward glances, the two canoes were beginning to leave behind the familiar shapes of dunes, beaches, outcrops and the inland hills of the Sunset Ridges. They had come a long way from the mouth of the Rocky River and were moving slowly into the unknown.


With good pilotage the bow men had kept their canoes from coming broadside on to the gentle swell and very little bailing had been needed. This was important because, on the beach, the Old Mother had given them a basket of fire. Inside a bark container, live embers had been carefully wrapped in green leaves and sealed well enough, it was hoped, to keep out the spray of the sea. In a separate bag there was tinder: wads of bog cotton, dried strips of tree fungus, dried grasses, twigs and mosses as well as a set of flints to strike a spark if the embers were soaked. Fire was vital to the hunters and they needed to be able to make it under almost any conditions.


Their dugouts protected their kit well. Carved from tall, straight and thick-trunked pine trees, they were almost 5 metres long and well adapted for inshore seaworthiness, the deposit of the skills of many generations. So that it would cut through the sea in a ploughing motion, with minimum resistance, the prow was sharply pointed and slightly undercut, and the gunwales left outshot to turn aside the wake, and if they got broadside on to the waves they were a first line of defence against swamping. Using a delicate flint chisel, the boatbuilder had engraved a pine branch and a cone, for good luck and good fishing, on the sides of the prow. These were the canoes of the Pine Tree People.


Far in the distance, to the landward, something had caught the attention of the one of the hunters. He shouted and pointed that he could see something, a high rock, higher than a seacliff, that seemed to rise singular and sheer out of the outline of the coast. Once they had set a course for the Rock, they became aware of something else appearing through the haze to the seaward side. There seemed to be a scatter of small islands lying in the Salt Lake opposite the position of the Rock. As they pulled their canoes through the waves and edged closer, they could make out two groups of islets: some no bigger than an outcrop, others with a flat surface. One group lay close to the Rock and the other further out towards the horizon. And then, with a shout, the sharp-eyed hunter in the stern of the leading canoe pointed out splashing, not waves, but splashing off the rocky coast of the largest islet. The Old Mother had been right. These were the Seal Islands.


The Salt Lake had passed the turn of low water and the scouting party got welcome relief from hours of paddling by allowing the indrawn tide to carry them towards the Rock that loomed high, backlit by the late afternoon sun, out of the water. Jumping into the shallows, they dragged the heavy canoes up the sandy beach as far as they could. When the tide refloated them, they would pull them further towards the dunes and then above the debris of the high-water mark.


Unloading the canoes to make them lighter, each man took out a wooden-framed backpack, picked up his spear and club, and, unlashing the long hazel rods and leather tent cover from the gunwales, they spread them out to dry on the loose sand, weighting them down with large stones. With three left on the beach to tie up the precious boats with root fibre ropes, the others looked for a way up onto the summit of the Rock. In their packs they carried food, flint tools and knives, a net, leather drawstring shoes and a cloak woven from long strands of tough grasses, which was both waterproof and warm. They also had dried medicinal herbs and balls of antiseptic mosses for any cuts or wounds. But in the sunshine they needed no more than their buckskin tunics. Decorated with fringes of cut thongs on the arms and legs, beads and feathers, they were close fitting, and the trousers, sewn with sinews to allow flexibility, adapted to each man’s shape.


From the long summit of the Rock the three hunters could see for a great distance. Behind them to the landward stretched a green sea of dense, unbroken forest ending in a horizon dominated by a low, flat-topped hill. Shading their eyes against the glare they could see that it was Wildwood, the trees they knew; birch, willow, hazel, alder, pine, oak and elm. No finger of fire-smoke curled into the air above the tops. The Land of the Great Bear seemed empty. To seaward the line of the two groups of the Seal Islands strung out into the Salt Lake, with larger islets masking the smaller outcrops. None seemed large enough for even a small summer hunting camp, and on days when the sun did not shine and the wind blew, they would be harsh places to keep a tent and a fire. Further up the coastline they could clearly see another, smaller rock that seemed to sit at the extremity of a low promontory further out to sea. But whether or not this rock was part of the land or an island, they could not tell at this distance.


The wind off the salt lake and the thin soil allowed little but bushes and scrub to grow on the low summit of the Rock where the hunters stood. As the three men pushed their way through to what seemed like a small break, all stopped dead in their tracks. On the ground a small circle of large stones had been set for a cooking fire. No charcoal or charred wood remained (that was useful) but this was an utterly unambiguous sign that others had been this way before. Perhaps last summer a party came after the seals and preferred a camp on the Rock to the precarious little islets.


On the beach the canoes had been made safe and a fire lit from the basket of embers. Expertly pushing the long hazel rods into the soft ground in a wide circle and leaning them so that they locked together at their tops, the hunters made the skeleton of their teepee. Then they wrapped the membrane of sewn skins around it and put their kit inside. As the sun fell behind them and moonrise took its place, glinting pale off the salt lake, the hunters talked over what to do. If others had been here before them then, knowing the way, they would come again. The Old Mother had used all her wisdom when she said that they needed a new territory, somewhere under the Great Bear, a place no-one had ever seen. In the morning, if the weather was good, they would move on.


Every morning, when the sun had grown strong enough, and every evening before it dipped over the Sunset Ridges, the Old Mother climbed the lookout tree on the knoll above the winter camp. Her old bones made the ascent of the ladder a lengthy and breathless business, and when she at last gained the platform in the branches, she had to strain to focus on the wide expanse of the Salt Lake below. Even though her sight was beginning to fail, the Old Mother preferred to go up alone, without the company of a younger person with sharper eyes. No-one else in her band needed to know of her anxiety about the scouting party.


After climbing down on the morning of the fifth day after they had left, and making her way quietly back to the winter camp, she took a willow basket and stole away into the Wildwood, taking the path by the Rocky River. On her way, she stopped in several places to pick flowers in familiar glades where what she wanted could always be found. Honeysuckle, ivy and rowan gradually filled her basket as she walked up the path by the sunlit river. After a time she came upon a grassy bank where a small spring broke into the open, trickled for a short way before crossing the path and joining the flow of the river. For the Old Mother, this was a sacred place, one of the mouths of the Earth out of which tumbled life-giving water. The gods of the Wildwood were near at this spring and in the stillness they could hear your secret thoughts. Having made a three-ply wreath from the twigs and flowers, she placed it on a ledge by the spring. The gods created these plants for their people to use and make their fears understood. With these three wound together, all signifying protection and the averting of evil, set near one of the mouths of the Earth, there could be no mistake. She only hoped that the gods were listening, were with her and her band.


After some moments in prayer, the Old Mother went off the path and into the denser parts of the wood to gather plants for food and medicine. Intent on scouring the ground, she found herself unconsciously approaching ever nearer to the clearing of the White Trees and the Watermeetings. This was the place where other bands came to meet her own, where information and goods were exchanged, and a time when the younger ones looked for partners. Before the hunting began in earnest at the end of the summer, a fire-feast was held around the copse of tall birches. White wands were cut from the trees and given to the men who danced in deerskins and antler-masks around the flames.


The Old Mother emerged from the woods into the sunshine of the clearing, and looking around, saw that she was still quite alone. At several points on the perimeter stood the poles and high platforms of the raised death-beds where the bodies of ancestors were laid up for the gods of the Wildwood to see and for their birds to clean. She remembered when her father’s body had been raised up. Her own time was coming but she did want to think of her own bones being taken up to lie on these death-beds; her band needed to move on and soon.


The reverie was shattered when she suddenly heard her name shouted somewhere along the path by the river. A young boy burst into the clearing to announce in breathless gasps that the scouts had returned. And they were all well, and they had a gift for the Old Mother.


Carefully unwrapping the birch-bark and leaf parcel, she found a rich-red piece of roasted salmon. Encouraged by the scouts, she ate a mouthful and distributed the rest to the clamouring children. It tasted good. The scouts kissed and embraced the Old Mother and then went off with their women to rest, to wash and gather their thoughts on all they had experienced so that they could talk clearly at the evening meeting in the log cabin.


The rock they had seen sitting further out in the Salt Lake than the Great Rock had turned out to be part of a tidal island, and when the water was high, they made good passage between it and the mainland. Another day in the canoes beyond Tide Island, and they came upon something they had never seen the like of before. Between a high ridge on the farther side and a group of sandbanks nearer to them, they found themselves in the mouth of a huge river, many times larger than the outfall of the Rocky River. Seeing the power of its flow, they named it the Surger, as it poured its fresh waters into the Salt Lake. Broad enough to have islands in it, it seemed a mighty thing made by the gods. Woodland crept down to the banks on either side, and when they had ventured some headway up the great river, they came upon a watermeeting where even the tributary that joined the Surger was big: bigger than the Rocky River. Beaching the canoes on an island, they looked hard for the signs of a meeting place but could find none. Returning to the mouth, they climbed up a ridge and searched the horizon for fire-smoke but could see none. There were no paths through the dense and dank wood, and at every side they startled wildfowl, seabirds off the treetops and game of every sort. At one moment they were sure they heard the booming of an auroch as it crashed through the bushes.


The estuary of the Surger teemed with fish and in the clear water they could see salmon swim. After a prayer for the wise fish, they speared four of them and roasted and feasted on them at their evening camp on the ridge. The excitement of the scouts’ account was impossible for the Old Mother to ignore and the day after the meeting, she gave orders for the winter camp to be struck. The band would move for the summer hunting season to the mouth of the Surger. If the gods of the Wildwood wished to bless them with their bounty, they would stay. And if they did not, then they would return to the Rocky River to overwinter once again.


They stayed. The hunter-gatherers of the Old Mother’s band were the first people to see the mouth of the Surger, to settle on its banks and to fish its waters. A year after they came, small groups paddled their canoes upriver and far into the interior and sometimes they were gone for the cycle of a whole moon. Two great watermeetings were found and between them a remarkable sight, a place they called Threehills. But in all their travels, they saw no other human being.


In her forty-fifth summer, having brought her band to a place in the Wildwood where the gods had smiled on them, the Old Mother died, gave her soul back to the great trees and her bones to the forest floor.


* * * *


These things happened. The places found by the Hunter-Gatherers on their voyages are not inventions, they are real and their names intended as renderings of how they might have seemed to them when they first saw them. And although no-one knows their names and we have almost nothing of their language, we should try to remember the Hunter-Gatherers, to imagine them back into life, the first people who came here four hundred generations ago. For they are our mothers and fathers, and in many senses, we are their children.




THE IAPETUS OCEAN


Four and a half million years ago, the Borders was a much more emphatic border than it is now. Northern Scotland and Ulster once formed part of a huge North American landmass, while England was on the northern edge of a European bloc. Between them lay the Iapetus Ocean. A few hundred kilometres wide, what would become the landscape of the Borders was waiting to rise from its waters.


When these two great landmasses, or tectonic plates, began to move towards each other in a process known as continental drift, they squeezed the Borders up out of the bed of the Iapetus Ocean. The angle at which the plates collided determined the south-west to north-east line of the Southern Upland and Cheviot ranges.


As the North American and European landmasses joined, they formed a massive continent which geologists have named ‘Laurentia’. In time the Southern Uplands became detached to become offshore islands, and the remains of rock from that ancient period can still be seen near the mouth of the Tweed. During the same period the isolated old volcanoes we now recognise as the Eildons, Minto Hills, Ruberslaw, the Dunion, the Dirringtons and the Kelso Traps all began to be active, throwing out millions of tons of lava.


Ultimately Britain detached itself from Laurentia and it drifted across what became the Atlantic Ocean to form part of a European landmass.


But what these ancient geological events clearly demonstrate is a truth that has endured from near the beginnings of time: that the Borders came neither out of England or out of Scotland but appeared first as they have always remained, independent of either.





On 8 March 1997 The Times newspaper contained an article headlined ‘History Teacher Bones up on an Ancestor’. Despite the sub-editor’s arch attempt at jocularity, the burden of Nigel Hawkes’ report was nothing less than epoch-making.


In 1903 the skeleton of a prehistoric man had been found in a cave in the Cheddar Gorge in south-west England. Much later, scientists had been able to determine the date of his death to the beginning of the eighth millennium BC, some time around 7 900 BC. Enough material from Cheddar Man’s skeleton survived to allow sophisticated DNA testing to be carried out at Oxford University. His chromosome patterns were then compared with a sample of twenty people living in the area around the Gorge. In his article for The Times Nigel Hawkes reported that ‘to the astonishment of the scientists, a close match was found between Cheddar Man and Mr Adrian Targett’, a 42-year-old history teacher at the Kings of Wessex Community School in nearby Cheddar village. The tests were exhaustive and allowed no statistical doubt that the descendent of a prehistoric man, who lived 10,000 years earlier, was thriving in almost exactly the same place as he had walked and hunted ten millennia before.


This test and others like it conducted in the Shetland Islands and, on a less detailed scale elsewhere in Britain, show something not only remarkable but also revolutionary. If the basic human stock of Britain has developed mainly from the first peoples who came here in the prehistoric period and all of the cultural changes wrought thereafter were accomplished by relatively small groups of incomers (most of whom were men), then that proposition turns upside down the long-accepted belief that the British are a unique mixture: a ‘mongrel race’, an amalgam of all sorts of characteristics from Celtic through Anglo-Saxon, Norman and beyond. It is difficult to imagine someone more pure-bred than Mr Adrian Targett. And more, that there is an overwhelming likelihood that if DNA testing of comparable sophistication were repeated in the North of England and Scotland, where, historically, social mobility has been less than in the populous south, then we would find an even closer degree of inherited affinity with our prehistoric ancestors. In the Tweed Valley, there can be little doubt, we are the children of the Old Mother and the bands who came after hers.


Eighteen thousand years ago Scotland was buried under a vast sheet of ice 200 metres thick. Over many millions of years, there had been extreme fluctuations in the temperature of the Earth and plants, animals and perhaps even human beings may have flourished in what is now the Borders in some of these warmer intervals. But the last ice age obliterated any trace of life that might have pre-existed it and as the domes of ice grew high above the Tweedsmuir Hills, the land was sterilised in its frozen grip.


Three thousand years passed until, quite suddenly, the temperature began to rise. The great ice-sheets groaned and cracked and retreated northwards. In the short space of only a few hundred years, they had disappeared entirely. Torrents of melt-water shaped the landscape into river valleys, scoured the hills and in a time lasting only a few centuries, the warming tundra became home to a huge forest carpeting more than four-fifths of the landmass. Pollen archaeology has found traces of the first species of native trees; oak, ash, elm and birch grew at altitudes up to 2,000 feet while in the wetter places alder and willow appeared in abundance.





ICE AGES



The most recent ice age of 18,000 years ago, only a moment in the long history of the Earth, will probably not be the last. Stretching far back to the beginnings of the Earth around 4,600 million years ago, there appear to have been at least twelve ice ages, with some of the earliest lasting 100 million years. In what is known as the Cenozoic Era, the comparatively brief interval of the last 1.6 million years, seven episodes of glaciation have occurred with up to 32 per cent of the planetary surface covered in ice. Occurring at intervals of approximately 100,000 years, these recent ice ages have been interspersed with warmer periods when people may have been able to migrate north to what became the Borders before the first traceable bands of Hunter-Gatherers arrived around 6 500BC. The current warm period began 10,000 years ago and it seems likely that it will end with another ice age, perhaps abruptly, at some unknowable point in the future.





With the retreat of the ice-sheets, an immense weight was lifted off the surface of the land in the Borders and it quickly began to rise, often by as much as 100 metres. At Dunbar in East Lothian, it is still rebounding at a rate of around 55 cm per century.


Even at the peak of glaciation the central part of the North Sea remained unfrozen, although it had become a salt lake landlocked by tundra and ice connecting Britain and Scandinavia. When the temperatures continued to rise, the Sunrise Salt Lake was penetrated by the Atlantic in the north and Britain became a long peninsula, with southern England still attached to the European continental bloc. Across this landbridge people came from the east and the south, and gradually funnelled northwards as conditions improved. By 6 000–5 500 BC the bridge from Europe was inundated, the Sunrise Salt Lake became the North Sea and Britain became an island. There is evidence to show that for a time communications actually improved across the shallows of the English Channel, but eventually the breakdown of the land-bridge meant that Britain became a difficult destination for peoples on the move. Unlike in the rest of mainland Europe, no great folk migrations tramped over this landscape in the way that, for example, the Barbarian tribes appeared out of the east during and after the period of the Roman Empire. Certainly the Rhine-Danube line was a brake on these folk-wanderings, but it presented a barrier far less formidable than the North Sea and the English Channel. Some tribes, like the Vandals, turned south away from the sea and penetrated down through south-western France, into Spain (where they left the name (V)Andalucia) and on into North Africa. Although invaders did come to Britain in successive waves, much was accomplished by limited groups of determined men who arrived at these shores in small boats. Geology, geography and the technologies available at different historical periods argue strongly that our country changed not through massive and radical displacements of people when large, land-hungry groups of invaders expelled (where could they go?) or killed the natives they had defeated in war, but rather through much more complex and gradual processes of acculturation. Over lengthy periods highly influential, probably technologically more advanced, elite groups changed native culture in Britain, introduced more efficient ways of fighting, farming and thinking, spoke new languages and re-shaped the landscape and its ownership. And crucially, through their literacy and control of government, powerful new elites had the ability to conjure an illusory sense of change since it was clearly in their interests to make a decisive break with a past which did not necessarily include them. This pattern has been repeated with all the invaders who appear to have taken over Britain and changed it, at a sword-stroke, from one thing to another. And the untidy truth is that, for example, Norman England was not instantly created in 1066. It took a long time for the Normans to become only a significant part of a larger cultural mosaic.


All of these small groups of immigrants brought fundamental change to the Old Peoples who were here first, but in a basic statistical sense, they became part of them. In the Borders we may speak a variety of English, operate a system based on Roman law, acknowledge a church that originated in the Near East and use Celtic names for our places, but before all those things most of us are the direct descendants of the Hunter-Gatherers of the Wild-wood. That is where we come from. Sometimes in the still of a soft evening on a woodland path, when a game bird startles from the bushes, the voices of these people whisper to us. And we should strain to hear them.






THE T-RIVERS


Around most of the coastline of Britain, but particularly on the east coast, many major rivers have similar names. Thames, Tees, Tyne, Tweed, Teviot, Tay and Tain are all thought to come from the same root-word, Ta, Taus or even Tavas. It means ‘to flow’ or even ‘to surge’. Toponymists and philologists accept that river names are the oldest in the landscape. New peoples who came to Britain tended to accept, for the sake of clarity and mutual intelligibility, that the traditional name of a feature as vital as a river should not change even if the language of most of the people did. And when some time around 750 BC, a P-Celtic language began to be widely spoken (it was the ancestor of modern Welsh and therefore a language still recognisable to us now) it absorbed the names of the T-Rivers into its vocabulary. It also adapted others of less importance. The popular name ‘Alauna’, which mutated into Ale, Allan Water, the Ellen in Cumbria and the Aln in Nort-humberland, probably had the sense of ‘stream’, or a shallow river that flowed over a bed of rocks. A Rocky River.


It may well be that the names of the T-Rivers are the oldest words in common daily use. When the scouts from the Hunter-Gatherer band of the Old Mother found the Surger, they may have called it something like ‘Tweed’.





Replacing the scrub and tundra left by the retreating ice-sheets, the Wildwood began to carpet the Borders towards the end of the eighth millennium, about the time Cheddar Man lay down to die in his cave far to the south. Birch and hazel trees came first and were growing widely by 7 200 BC. Oaks and elms were established by 6 500 and 6 000 BC and the warming climate allowed broadleaf trees to grow at high altitudes, covering every hill in the Borders. The aspect must have been jungle-like, green as far as the eye could see. In the lower-lying and danker parts of the woodland, willow and alder grew so thickly that a canopy developed. Darker and more humid than we may imagine, the first Wild-wood would have sometimes seemed a threatening and mysterious place. There were no paths, other than those made by animals, and thick undergrowth covered the rotting deadwood and fallen timber.


The animals of the great woods survived either by browsing the lush vegetation or by hunting. Wild boar rooted amongst the trees while the massive aurochs, the wild cattle, grazed in the clearings and ate tender leaves. The magnificent skull of an auroch was found in 1980 buried and preserved in a peat-bog near Selkirk. With a horn-spread of four feet from indrawn tip to tip, it had clearly been a huge beast. Almost as large was the elk and its antler-spread could be even broader than the auroch. Red and roe deer preferred the cover of the trees, as they do now in the managed pine woods of the Borders, but ever alert to danger, they did venture out into the upland clearings, at lochsides, at the banks of streams and on the ridges where the wind kept the tree cover sparse. In the valley bottoms beaver gnawed down trees to build their dams, and at West Morriston near Earlston, there are remains of a birch wood they felled some time around 5 000 BC.


Before the Hunter-Gatherers became their most deadly predator, the animals of the wood, the fish and the birds, were stalked and killed by packs of wolves, the solitary lynx and smaller carnivores like the stoat and weasel, while the brown bear would take what he could get from the rivers and the trees. To capture and kill a predator of the Wildwood, when a human hunter outwitted his animal rival, must have been considered a great prize. And the Old Mother’s bear cloak will have been passed down the generations as a trophy.




THE AUROCHS


At Chillingham Park in north Northumberland, only a few miles from the Rock at Bamburgh and the Seal Islands, the great wild cattle, the aurochs, still roam. No longer crashing through the Wildwood in search of pasture, or being hunted for its massive carcase, the auroch is now protected, introverted, apparently inbred, and still very dangerous to approach.


In the thirteenth century the owners of Chillingham Castle built a park and enclosed an area of the sort normally used to confine deer. But the reason for this great labour and expense was to make a place strong enough to contain a herd of wild cattle. It is difficult to imagine the thirteenth-century Northumbrian nobility, however enlightened, as conservationists, but no other motive seems reasonable. For it seems certain now that the Wild White Cattle of Chillingham are the lineal descendants of the ancient auroch. Retaining the characteristic skull and horn shape and configuration that is very different from domestic cattle, their DNA has been tested and no comparable sample has been found. The blood grouping of the White Cattle is entirely unique in Western Europe. They are the last of the aurochs.


Forty or so strong, the herd has inbred for as long as records have been kept and likely for much longer. But the bloodline is kept pure by the emergence of a King Bull who impregnates all the cows until his reign is successfully challenged in a fight with a younger male, probably one of his sons.


In the severe winter of 1947, twenty of the White Cattle died and the herd was reduced to a precarious core of eight cows and five bulls and no calves. Despite great hunger, they refused to touch any artificial food offered to them, such as cattle cake and oats. The beasts died rather than eat it. Only meadow grass in summer and meadow hay in winter is ever eaten by the White Cattle, and the only shelter they seek is the lee side of a stand of trees. And the foot-and-mouth outbreak of 2001 virtually surrounded Chillingham, placing the aurochs in great danger. But they survived.


It is not wise to approach any of the herd. A cow will immediately attack someone near her calves, and because of their consistent ferocity, it is not possible to give the animals any veterinary attention at all. In the 300 acres of their kingdom, the aurochs are born, live, fight and die wild.





Because the Wildwood was difficult and obstructive country, and sometimes dangerously disorientating to penetrate too deeply, the first peoples entered it by water rather than over land. Clearly this created a distinctive pattern of settlement which has allowed archaeologists to follow the fragile and elusive evidence of the arrival of the Hunter-Gatherers. Waste from the manufacture of flint tools often gives away a campsite, and at the confluences of rivers, at what were prehistoric roadmeetings, substantial spoil heaps have been found. The junctions of Teviot and Tweed at Kelso and Ettrick and Tweed between Galashiels and Selkirk seem to have been busy meeting places where exchange and trade, and social contact might have taken place between different bands. More than a hundred campsites have been discovered in the Middle Tweed basin and nine of them have large flint spoilheaps and appear to have been well frequented.


The early peoples who came to the Borders travelled in boats, and over time, they may have used as least three different sorts of craft. Dugout canoes were well suited to inshore work up and down the coastlines and between islands. Manoeuvrable, but heavy enough to sit down in a swell and hold the sea, they were not unsophisticated vessels hacked crudely out of thick logs by people who had only bone and flint tools at their hand. The great ocean-going dugout canoes of the Pacific coast Indians of Vancouver Island show how impressively these simple boats could develop. Until very recently the Vancouver Indians used technology similar to what was available to the Hunter-Gatherers of early Scotland, and yet their canoes could work in a big sea and, in groups, even take on the hunting of whales.


Better for inland travel in the shallow and irregular waters of rivers and streams were skin boats and bark canoes. An early outside observer of the British was the Roman historian Rufus Festus Avienius, and here he is repeating an ancient tradition: ‘For these men know not to build their barks of pine and maple and do not shape their skiffs in fir, as the custom is, but, for a marvel, they fit out their boats with hides joined together and often traverse the wide sea on skins.’


Although modern versions are now covered with canvas or other watertight fabric, skin boats are still made in the west of Ireland. There are two main sorts. Simpler and smaller is the coracle and it is built up in the shape of a large, circular basket usually out of hazel rods tied together with cord. The skin or canvas is then stretched over the frame, lashed to the edges and the whole thing is braced by a thwart which also acts as a bench. The essential joy of a coracle, and also its larger sea-going cousin, the more conventionally boat-shaped curragh, is that it is very light. Sitting on top of the water, it displaces only a few inches in a shallow river. And when rocks or rapids appear, one man can easily pick up a coracle and carry it forward to where the water is better. On hunting expeditions upriver curraghs may also have been used, and both types make an excellent temporary shelter when turned upside down.


The Forest Indians of the eastern United States and Canada made canoes out of pieces of bark sewn together with fibre thread and the joints gummed with resin and attached to a light wooden frame. Sharing many of the advantages of the coracle and the curragh, bark canoes could be large at 4 to 5 metres long and able to take a substantial cargo of goods or people. Given the woodworking skills of the Hunter-Gatherers in the Borders, it seems more than likely that they knew how to make bark boats.


The location of campsites on gravel river terraces, or near to lochs, were handy for canoe or coracle travel and for catching fish, water birds or larger animals when they came to drink. But there is evidence that experienced bands did not trust only to the vicissitudes of nature, the luck of the chase or a dependence on chance finds of plant food. North American Indians who lived on the banks of salmon rivers built permanent and complex systems of traps out of willow wands which required a great of work and materials, as well as considerable maintenance. But the traps guaranteed a protein-rich food supply for much of the year, particularly since fish could be easily preserved by smoking and drying. On the banks of the Tweed it is easy to see where and how similar arrangements could have been constructed, but because their materials were entirely perishable, even in the lifetimes of their users, none have survived.




YIDDIES


What has survived are the remains of rough stone jetties built out into the flow of the Tweed. Some are still visible under the surface near Norham Bridge and in the local dialect, they are called ‘yiddies’. The idea was simple. Netting fish from the banks of a river is difficult since the current will always push the net back towards the bank where it will likely foul on vegetation. Essentially yiddies were long lines of large boulders projected into the current so that hunters could walk or wade out on them into the middle of the river. Behind the angle of the yiddie an area of slack water was created and the early peoples knew that salmon liked to swim into it, out of the strenuous current. They also knew that if they staked a net at the furthest extremity of a yiddie, the current would hold it in place against the body of slack water. When salmon swam out to feed in the current their gills became caught in the mesh.


This method of catching fish was used for millennia on the Tweed and at several sites number-8-shaped sinker stones have been found. They were attached to the bottom edges of the net. There is also evidence that the Hunter-Gatherers used rods and lines.





When big animals were hunted in the Wildwood, it is unlikely that they were stalked or killed as individuals. This was a chancy and potentially wasteful method, unless a very young or old and infirm beast could be isolated. Game was driven. As happens now, lines of beaters would move through the undergrowth shouting and thrashing the bushes with sticks, pushing the game towards a killing ground where hunters waited to shoot arrows, throw spears or drive the animals over a natural feature like a river-cliff. Fire was sometimes set in the Wildwood for a similar purpose (or to create clearings where animals might come to graze and when archers could hope to pick one off) but the wind made its use for hunting unpredictable and even dangerously destructive. The use of bow and arrow allowed hunters to get close enough to browsing game to loose a fatal shot without warning, but again if the wind veered to the wrong direction, their smell could give away a hard-won position. Using natural herbal sources, Hunter-Gatherers knew how to make a scent which masked a human smell, and could deceive animals for long enough for their killers to close in. A broken hunting bow was found in a peat bog at Rotten Bottom in the Tweedsmuir Hills in 1990, and, made out of yew wood, it is a beautiful and skilfully made object.




THE HUNTERS’ TRYST


By 1970 the Eskdalemuir-Craik Forest had grown into the largest man-made wood in Europe. No-one knows exactly how many million trees grow over an area said to be substantially larger than Greater London. As the dense green canopy stretches across several horizons, it may be imagined that in some ways the Wildwood has returned. But in reality Eskdalemuir-Craik is less a great wood and much more an immense crop waiting to be harvested. The trees are packed together so tightly that in places the sun never penetrates the evergreen boughs and the floor of the forest is sterile.


Several species of plants and animals have fled, but one at least finds the forest a good place to live. The deer population has rocketed. Each year many hundreds have to be culled, sometimes 25 per cent of all the animals. Using telescopic sights, marksmen shoot the deer at long range before carrying them out of the wood on all-terrain vehicles.


The hunting may be high-tech now, but the activity itself has an unbroken history in this place. Almost buried by the eastern edges of the huge forest, there is a series of place-names which remember the deer hunts of the Old Peoples. The Eildrig Burn trickles off Eildrig Hill, flows by Eildrig Cottage and the Eild Rig, before tipping into the Borthwick Water. It is a quiet place now, but generations ago it will have echoed to frantic shouts and screams, and the grass will have been soaked with blood. This dense concentration of names, and the particular configuration of the landscape, betrays one of the hunting grounds of the Hunter-Gatherers. Eildrig is from ‘eileirg’, a Celtic word for a defile – either natural or artificial. And it was the destination of a deer drive. Beaters strung out in a line attempted to push as many animals as possible (often others were mixed up in the mad rush – boar, foxes, all sorts of small creatures) towards the wide mouth of a funnel. Once in, they were driven to a narrow point where groups of hunters stood waiting for the kill. The most important hunter was given a place of honour, generally where he was most likely to make a kill. This was known as a ‘sete’ or ‘seat’. Near Eildrig is Kingside Loch, a name that remembers a forgotten king who enjoyed the killing sete of honour.


If natural features such as cliffs were not available, a narrow valley of the right shape could be adapted. At Eildrig it looks as though the course of the burn was suitable. It has steep sides and before the drive began, the hunting party will have prepared the ground. A high fence was built at the top of a slope, and since adult wild deer can jump prodigious heights when badly frightened, it needed to be at least 7 feet tall. Living trees were often used with long stakes driven into any open ground between them. Talus’ is the Latin word for stake, and it is the origin of pale, the precise English term for a deer fence. Branches were woven between the stakes and the trees to present as formidable a barrier as possible, and if thought necessary, a ditch was dug directly in front of the pale.


But it was important to give the fleeing animals the impression that the elrick was open at the narrow end so that they kept on coming. But as they passed, the hunters used arrows and spears to slaughter as many deer as possible. Any that escaped unhurt might be tripped and caught by nets laid on the grass. Hunting was a necessity, and not a sport.


The place where the hunters stood waiting to do their killing became known in Scotland as the Hunters’ Tryst. In Edinburgh, buses travelling to the south of the city sometimes show that destination as a terminus. Where there was once an ancient Hunters’ Tryst, there now stands a supermarket. And above Kelso there is a council housing development known as Abbotseat.





The drama of the hunt and the stereotype of a fur-covered, flesh eating, bone-gnawing prehistoric man can be very misleading. Because bones survive better than the remains of vegetable or herbal matter, it is easy to imagine how Hunter-Gatherers came to be seen in that way. More accurately they should be called Gatherer-Hunters since it seems that between 50 and 90 per cent of their diet was plant-based. They ate roots, leaves, seeds, stalks, fruit, nuts, flowers, gums, seaweed and fungi. These staples were all wild plants which still grow in the Border countryside but whose nutritional value has been ignored or simply forgotten. The roots of the silverweed, pignut, dandelion, wild parsnip and carrot were boiled or roasted or sometimes ground into meal to make a sort of brose. In nineteenth-century Highland culture, ancient, lightly disguised pagan rituals surrounded the harvesting of wild carrots. It was done on a specific day, the Feast of St Michael on 29 September, and in a specific way. A three-sided mattock was used to uproot the more awkward, and its shape is thought to echo a pre-Christian association. In all sorts of settings and combinations three was a sacred number, but for pagan women, it represented a three-in-one goddess – the maiden, the mother and the crone. After the rituals of the harvest, the carrots were given to young men as signs of affection and good luck.


Sometimes feast days with equally faintly concealed pagan origins involved the baking of a cake or bannock, and this was done over a special fire of sacred woods such as rowan, oak, hazel and bramble. Other wood, like blackthorn and aspen were believed to be evil and were never used.


Hunter-Gatherers also ate salads and used wild sorrel, mint, rocket and much else, while nettles, Fat Hen leaves and wild cabbage were boiled. Nettles lose their sting when placed in hot water, and nettle tea was thought to act as a tonic, particularly for old people.


Hazel may have been a favourite wood for magic fires because of its great importance for Scotland’s communities of Hunter-Gatherers. There exists powerful, and rare, archaeological evidence for the widespread and highly organised harvesting of hazelnuts, their processing and storage. On the tidal island of Oronsay in the Inner Hebrides, pits have been uncovered where huge quantities of nuts were roasted and hundreds of thousands of charred shells left behind. Roasting greatly improves the flavour of hazelnuts as well enabling them to keep for long periods – throughout a winter. They could also be salted or made into a nourishing paste. But the sheer scale of the processing on Oronsay strongly suggests that hazel trees were being pruned and cultivated to ensure a high volume supply. Just in the way that salmon may have been caught in traps and yiddies in the Tweed, the Hunter-Gatherers managed the environment to suit their needs.




THE WISE FISH


Hazelnuts were thought to be nuggets of wisdom. Priests and poets believed that their powers and talents were enhanced by eating them, but there is a strange old story about how the salmon became the wisest of fish in the same way. Nine hazelnuts of knowledge fell into a sacred pool where the great silver fish swam. It ate the nuts and gained not only wisdom but also the distinctive red spots on its scales. In Gaelic culture this tradition has persisted in a surprising way. Am Bradan Mor, the Great Salmon, is still understood as a symbol of wisdom and learning and in a recent Gaelic-language television soap opera a fictional further education college was named after the Wise Fish.


However eccentrically applied, such beliefs are old, and it seems certain that the early peoples understood a great deal about the life of these magnificent creatures. From far out in the Atlantic Ocean where it has lived for up to four years, a Tweed salmon can find the river of its birth and swim up to the spawning grounds where new eggs are laid and young hatched. Even though scientists have tagged fish, conducted experiments and monitored the behaviour of large samples, there sits at the core of this epic navigational feat an essential mystery. The shape of the sea coastline and the distinctive smell of the native river are both thought to be waymarkers for their remarkable homecomings, but no behavioural studies have explained how the Wise Fish can find these places from a thousand miles out under the waters of mighty Atlantic. One theory believes that the salmon can see the stars of the night sky when they swim near the surface and that, in some unexplained way, their instincts for home are pulled along by the configurations of the heavens.


After they spawn, most fish die. But those that survive have been known to make the long journey across the ocean several times. Perhaps the Hunter-Gatherers who lived on the banks of the Tweed recognised those who came back more than once, understood how far they had come, and called them wise for it. In any event, our culture still carries an echo of respect for these beautiful animals.


Every summer salmon are caught by hand at the mouth of the Surger. Nets are set out in small boats and then hauled in across the estuary by local fishermen. In an immensely long tradition, the fishery based at Tweedmouth harvests the fish in what has been a strictly regulated operation since records began. The names of the fishing stations on the tidal reaches of the Tweed are very old for that reason, most dating from the twelfth century. Up to Norham, the names were attached with great precision, and sometimes intense argument between owners, to particular fishings on the river. These were very valuable and keenly patrolled. The dialect word for a salmon pool is a ‘stell’, and at Tweedmouth part of the estuary is ‘Hallowstell’ after the seventh-century St Cuthbert, whose name made it a holy pool. ‘Sandstell’ is self-explanatory, but no-one now knows where pools got names like ‘Gardo’ or ‘Calot Shad’.


At midsummer a Victorian rendition of a fertility festival is celebrated at Tweedmouth when the Salmon Queen is crowned before being paraded through the streets, and the happy old association between youth, fertility and the harvest reaffirmed.





In 1991 archaeologists made a remarkable find. High up in the Alps a prehistoric man was discovered frozen intact into the ice of a glacier. Probably stranded in a winter storm, he had died some time around 3 000 BC. Beside him lay a wooden backpack which contained weapons, tools, birch-bark containers (one of them had been used to carry live embers), and he also had with him a pair of drawstring leather shoes and a grass cloak. The man in the ice lived 3,000 years after the arrival of the Old Mother’s band in the Tweed Valley, and his gear is likely to have been more sophisticated. But the basis of his technology was the same. For particular purposes he carried items made from the wood of sixteen species of trees and had only one item with him made out of metal, a copper-headed axe. Also found in his pack and on his clothing were thirty different sorts of moss. Some had probably been picked up accidentally but others were deliberately brought along. Different mosses had specific properties, and into the modern period sphagnum was still being gathered for its antiseptic and coagulant qualities. Others were simply used as hygienic wipes, but what was interesting about their presence in the iceman’s pack is the fact that their use was part of everyday life, and they offer an echo of a huge hinterland of knowledge of the medicinal uses of wild plants. Hunter-Gatherers depended absolutely for their lives on a store of certain knowledge of the properties of plants, and their medical lore must have been impressive. ‘Folk remedies’ is the patronising label for what many people really see as ill-concealed New Agey mumbo-jumbo. But that is to deny long history and to ignore a valuable heritage.




WITCHES IN THE WILDWOOD


The medical plant lore of the prehistoric peoples of Britain was passed on from one generation to another for millennia. While methods of food production changed regularly and sometimes radically over time, diminishing a total dependence on the harvest of wild plants, fruits and nuts to something more partial and occasional, the eternal need for relief from discomfort or a cure for illness remained. Only the wealthy, and generally the urban wealthy at that, could afford what passed for modern medicine. As they had always done, everyone else depended on local healers whose experience and knowledge was often more effective than the new-fangled methods of medieval and early modern medical practice.


But in 1563 in England and 1591 in Scotland that benign continuum was brutally shattered and the ancient lore all but destroyed. The great witch hunts of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries began. All over Britain, but with particular enthusiasm in Calvinist Scotland, witches were accused, rounded up, routinely and hideously tortured and thousands burned at the stake. Eighty per cent of the victims of the witch finders were women. And it is seems very clear that most of those were local healers who used traditional infusions and decoctions of herbs and plants, or poultices and dressings, to treat their patients. Some of the women found it impossible to explain to their accusers why a cure worked, they only knew that it had always done. The pungent whiffs of pagan practice that surrounded some of their methods, the occasional ritual or form of words, can only have increased the sense of diabolical influence the witch finders were so eager to detect as they did God’s holy work.


A belief in witchcraft took a fierce hold in the Borders. In 1694 Lord Home of Kenton ‘caused burn seven or eight’ witches at Coldingham, and the casual inaccuracy of the report probably hides even uglier statistics. There was a dreadful execution at Jedburgh, the judicial seat of the county of Roxburgh, in 1696, and at Bullscleugh near Selkirk a woman was burned over what appears to have been a standing stone associated with cultic practices of some unspecified sort. Even after the hysteria subsided in the early eigheenth century and the witchcraft statutes repealed in 1735, local populations still persecuted women suspected of some malefaction or other. In Carlisle someone nicknamed by the mob ‘Madge Wildfire’ was burned at Harraby to the south of the old city.


The effect of the terror was to destroy or drive deep underground a medical lore which had sustained uncounted generations since the time of the Hunter-Gatherers. But the obliteration was not quite total. For reasons of remoteness, of language and of institutional protection, the old practices survived in Gaelic Scotland. Few witchfinders penetrated more than the fringes of the Highlands; they found it difficult to manage even a quasi-legal process in two languages (when translation was probably difficult to organise amongst a reluctant population) and were in any case not supported by Gaelic-speaking society. Part of the reason for this was the high status of doctors and the respect for their knowledge which had been consistently fostered for centuries by clan chiefs and their leading families. The MacBeths or the Beatons, as they became better known, were the most distinguished and venerable dynasty of Highland doctors. It appears that they first came to Scotland in the dowry party of Aine of Con-naught when she married Angus Og MacDonald, Lord of the Isles. This was the same man who brought the Islesmen and their Lochaber axes to Bannockburn in 1314. As hereditary physicians to the clans the Beatons flourished for 400 years. Nineteen branches of the family were in medical practice at one time and each king from Robert I Bruce to Charles I had a Beaton doctor in his service. Many of their manuscripts have survived to show eclectic influences, but one of the most profound was an encyclopaedic knowledge of the healing properties of plants.


When Gaelic Scotland began to wither in the eighteenth century and the power of the clans died away, the Beaton dynasty dispersed. But the knowledge of cures and reliefs continued, and much of it was deployed by women caring for people in their communities: neighbours and friends they knew and who trusted them. The writer, Mary Beith, has reconstituted a Highland materia medica and some of the names of the plants in her compendium have very ancient roots. Meadowsweet was used in baths to douse fevers and headaches, and in Gaelic it is ‘lus Chu Chulainn’ after the tradition that it was used by the Irish boy-warrior of the heroic age. The story of Cu-Chulainn may be more than 2,000 years old. And St John’s Wort is known in the Highlands as ‘achlasan Chaluim Chille’, a strange name which means ‘St Columba’s oxterful’. There is a tradition that it was used as a poultice by the saint when he cured a young shepherd with what sounds like a nervous breakdown by placing it in the lad’s armpit. In the absence of intravenous injections in the sixth century, the fastest places on the skin where substances can be absorbed into the bloodstream is either the armpit or the groin. Columba knew that, and the shades of a hundred generations standing behind him knew it too.





Because matters of precise distinction in the description of the natural world could be vital, and nowhere more so than in the selection of plants for herbal treatments when a mistake in colour or leaf-shape could prove at worst fatal, the language of the Hunter-Gatherers must have been rich. English, and American English in particular, is now an urban language which has lost the need to make fine judgements about the natural world (but has doubtless increased its lexical range in dealing with the complexities of human nature). But some sense of that old way of seeing the world can still be caught in Britain’s Celtic languages. Scots Gaelic has a colour spectrum which is different and much more extensive than English because it derived over a long period from a rural culture’s need to recognise the moods of the sea, the seasons of the land, the colour of animals and the complexions of the sky. Scots English, the language of Robert Burns, also grew in the countryside and hints of its power can still be heard. Prosaically, and perhaps predictably, Scots has thirty-two near-synonyms for mud, and some, like glaur, clart, clatch and platch are in daily currency in a dreich Border winter.


An intimate affinity with the plants and trees of the Wildwood suggests powerfully that the Hunter-Gatherers found their gods there too. There is a clear Northern European pagan tradition that men and women were created from trees, and well into the historic period the Norse saw their material and spiritual worlds entwined in the branches of the mighty ash, Yggdrasil, the World Tree. In Scotland yew trees have been growing at places of burial for millennia, well before Christianity took its hold. The yew at Fortingall in Perthshire is thought to be 5,000 years old. When their bones were buried nearby the early peoples believed that the long roots of the yew would reach down into the soil and curl around them to suck up their souls into the branches for release. The evergreen leaves represented eternal life. And in the early farming communities of prehistoric Scotland, there is reason to believe that bodies were prepared for burial on raised platforms where the bones could be cleaned by the carrion feeders of the forest. Until recently North American Indians built death platforms for the same purpose.


A belief in life after death, or at least in some kind of transit of the soul is difficult to substantiate amongst the Hunter-Gatherers because so little has come down to us. In a midden of discarded seashells on the island of Oronsay, human fingers were found deliberately placed on seal flippers. And in western Europe, a Hunter-Gatherer burial was found where a woman had died in childbirth, and her tiny baby lay beside her, nestled in the wing of a swan. Looking up above the trees at the white birds in the evening sky, perhaps her father thought he could see his baby’s soul fly on angel’s wing. And after death on Oronsay, perhaps a sense that souls swam in the deeps of the world.




POLLEN


At Blackpool Moss near the farm of Nether Whitlaw, between Selkirk and St Boswells, scientists have been digging holes in the bog. They are looking for old pollen, thousands of years old if they can find it. Because they are anaerobic, wet areas of moss and marsh preserve organic material over very long periods. Decay needs oxygen and as layers of peat are laid down and compressed, vegetable matter and pollen becomes trapped and packed airtight. Radiocarbon dating can supply a chronology for these layers and allow scientists to quantify and date the pollen they find when corers are pushed down into the soft ground and samples extracted. Analysis of the pollen then tells a fascinating story – about land use, tree growth or tree felling, what crops were grown on arable land and so on.


Blackpool Moss is eloquent about the prehistoric landscape in the Borders – much more can be said about plants than people at this period. Leaving aside the scientific diagrams and data (which require considerable technical expertise to read and understand), it appears that the characteristic trees of the Wildwood, the oak, hazel, elm and birch, began to be cleared around 4 000 BC. Some regeneration was re-cleared in the third millennium BC and the immediate area, even though it sits up on the 250 m contour, was used for cultivation from a very early date. People have farmed for a long time at Nether Whitlaw.





From the scatter of fragile evidence, a common-sense reading of the historical conditions and some reasonable analogy, it seems that the lives of the Hunter-Gatherers in the Borders may have been short, but they were far from brutish and nasty. As the climate grew warmer towards 4 000 BC, it is likely that food was plentiful for much of the time. And the seasonal nature of hunting, gathering and fishing allowed people time to do other things, or simply to rest, talk and consider the world. The Wildwood was not Edenic, but it was fruitful and the early peoples of the Borders grew out of it.


* * * * *


The Axe-priest was uneasy. Two summers ago he had come this way and felt the same sense of menace in the air. Even though the tree cover on the ridge was sparse, the path not difficult to follow, and there were places where the way ahead could be safely seen, he felt eyes on his back and heard bird calls that seemed too clear and too readily answered. And then, where the trees and bushes edged close to an uphill bend of the track, they silently appeared. It was as though they had always been in plain sight and only their movement betrayed human forms and allowed the priest at last to see them.


Falling in some distance behind were two men who did not look directly at him or make any attempt to gain ground. They carried spears, bows and flint axes, but seemed not to be shaping to use them. Two more moved in ahead of the priest and beyond the first screen of undergrowth beside the path, other shapes flitted between the trees. No-one spoke and no glances were exchanged. The Axe-priest knew that they would smell his fear if he exhaled it, but in truth, it was their ignorance as much as the possibility of violence that concerned him. From the tattoos on their upper arms he could see that he was surrounded by men of the Wolf People. Pricked out on their skin were the outlines of blue-grey wolf tails, and their quivers were made of the shaggy pelts. Still predominantly hunters who covered the hills of the old Wildwood using generations of craft and instinct to find the upland deer, the boar of the valleys and even the giant beasts now rarely seen, the elk and auroch, these men still looked for their gods beside them, in the mystery of the woods, and in the secret places of the earth. The Wolf Tails had yet to understand the awesome and overarching power of the Sky Gods. And that was why the Axe-priest was uneasy. They would not understand why he had come.


Wrapped in moss and each set inside a drawstring leather pouch, the axe-blades had been carefully fitted into his backpack. Three times three had been chosen by the High Priest; three sets of small blades highly polished until they gave off a dark lustre. Nine blades of the gods in the sacred union of three times three; the power of the axes came from their combinations, the way in which they worked together. For that is how they came to Earth. Up in the Sky Quarries the miners took the rocks which hid the shape of the axes and always tried to find how the gods had fitted them together before they broke away what was not needed. When the Heaven-Fire melted the greenish rock, it infused it with power, with complexity and with mystery. These were the things the miners and their priests tried to understand, and the god-given reasons why the axes from the Sky Quarries were taken all over the Great Island.


In the green valleys beyond the quarries deep in the midst of the Lakeland mountains, the Deer People were used to meeting the solitary axe-priests on the ridgeways and by the rivers. Knowing that what they carried came from the gods, they were respectful, helpful, offering small gifts of food and good wishes. Shading his eyes against the strong sun and looking cautiously at his escort, the Axe-priest knew that the Wolf Tails had never seen an axe of power before and had no conception of the importance of what he carried. Dressed lightly in buckskin, the hunters were intent on their journey, walking when it was level, jogging down slopes and all the time moving down the path into denser Wildwood. Making no sound past a footfall, the little procession came to the shoulder of a hill where a panorama unfolded. In the valley below lay two lakes, one was small and set before a much larger lake which stretched away towards sunrise. Near the Sky Quarries were many valleys like this, steep-sided and filled with the blessing of water.


It was midday and the summer sun had climbed to its zenith as the Wolf Tail escort reached the lakeside. A scatter of low cabins stood on a gravel terrace near a jetty and amidst them, dominating the scene, was an immense dead tree, its stark branches bare against the sky and the trunk stripped of bark. Like giant fruit, there appeared to be white objects hanging from it. As he drew closer the Axe-priest could see that they were dozens of wolf skulls. Jaws agape, bone white and clinking in the breeze, the Wolf Tree told the ignorant in whose lands they travelled.


Taking two curraghs, the party crossed the small lake and reaching its end they quickly carried their boats to the larger and were underway in moments, pushed downwind by a stiff breeze. Still no-one spoke, but the Axe-priest was reassured that while he was unquestionably a captive, no-one had challenged him either. Perhaps he had underestimated the hunters. Taking him ever deeper into the land of the Wolf, they seemed to know that he had serious business at his hand.


Through a mixture of portages and short river passages they descended quickly to the lower country. And after a time the riverbank landscape began to change. Where there had been Wildwood, there were clearings. And where there had been clearings, there was pasture and sometimes, beside it, a small patchwork of hurdle-fenced fields. But most striking were the riverside people and the buzz of their activity; children herding goats away from the fences and the crops behind them, men, splitting long tree trunks with wedges, women stretching hides on a frame, older people carrying firewood. And beside the thatched longhouse, there was a cow tethered, its nose in a midden and a herd with his head clapped against its flank, milking.


As the curraghs passed all heads turned to stare, and as the Wolf Tails waved, the Axe-priest stared intently back. Farmers with their mattocks and hoes, sheep, swine, cattle and goats cropping the grass with their ever-moving lips – these were the obvious tools that worked the land and, with the help of the Sky Gods, made it fertile every summer. But none of this would have come without the axe. What had tamed the mighty Wildwood, turned back the tide of the trees, was the power of the axe. It was the prime gift of the gods, and the reason why the axes of the Sky Quarries were a sacred understanding of the eternal debt of men.


When the river channel deepened, the curraghs moved swiftly in the downstream current to deliver the Wolf Tails to their destination. The Watermeetings was a place of power where the Surger was made stronger by his brother the Talking River. Across a flood plain they looked for each other, and then after flowing side by side, joined in an arrowhead and drove together on towards the sea. For a long way after their meeting, the waters did not mingle, and the crystal blue of the Surger ran beside the dark brown of the Talking River. But when they turned towards the sunrise near the foot of Threehills, they embraced each other, and became one.


At Watermeetings the great house sat on the skyline at the apex of a large clearing that reached up from the riverbank. On the hillside terraces there were many houses and much activity. The rattle and clack of flint-knapping echoed in the valley and several coracles arrived with large bundles of ash and hazel rods for the spear and arrowsmiths to work on. Pulling the curraghs out of the water, the Wolf Tails spoke for the first time, but not to the Axe-Priest. Instead they hailed their friends, chaffed at their children, and, almost as an afterthought, pointed out the great house on the summit of the ridge. To the priest this seemed to be a place of plenty and contentment. The gods were smiling on the Wolf People.


Perhaps there was a reason. When he had walked this way two summers ago the priest had listened to stories. In the circle of firelight, the old fathers had gone back over the whole history of the Wolf People, reaching almost beyond remembering, almost past the time of men. Reciting the names of the generations, recalling and fixing their by-names that told if they were tall, fair or fierce, the Axe-priest watched and understood how their world appeared to them. High in the hills behind, sometimes in one piece of grey moorland, sometimes in another wooded dean, sometimes out of thick bushes, it was said that the river of the Wolf People rose. No-one can know exactly where, but it is there, up amongst the tops where the eagles wheel in the winds and the whaups cry. After the young river has trickled invisibly through mosses and clatches, often gurgling underground, always growing quietly stronger as its brothers join its flow, it gives birth to the seeds of the Wildwood, washes them into the earth, slakes the animals that grow out of it. And when the river of the Wolf People first carves its banks, begins talking, babbling over its rocks, it says the names of all who drank it, who set their boats on its surface and who watch it surge down to the sea. It carries off the ghosts of the past but it brings the children of the future down from the hills.


More than most of the tribes of the Great Island, the Wolf People understood who they were, bound together with the river that ran through their lives. No war had been needed to bring their families together, and no incoming group of new people had forced them to change their old ways. They had adapted because their river ancestors would allow no other course. And the High-Chief in the house at Watermeetings was their father, and they were his unquestioning children.


*


It turned out that hunting parties in the hills had been warned to look out for a stranger travelling alone and to bring him to the great house. Tall, heavily tattooed and wearing three rings of wolf teeth around his wrinkled neck, the High Chief was a humorous, courteous man. After greetings were exchanged in the cool gloom of the house, he abruptly dismissed his leading men, anxious that his visitor from the Lakelands should have food, rest and warm washing water before they spoke at length.


The feast was a sprawling affair, and sumptuous. From a central hearth and boiling pit, joints of pork were pulled, divided and distributed at the direction of the High Chief. With them went beakers of hot broth. And on wooden ashets sat piles of salted hazelnuts, lumps of crowdie cheese with flatbread and harder cakes of oatmeal, a mess of mushroom stewed with sharp juniper berries, collops of roasted venison with yoghurt mixed with honey and mint leaves, wrinkled apples, cloudberries, raspberries and small strawberries, and strips of smoked salmon wrapped around raw carrot sticks. And to drink there was crystal cool springwater mixed with mead.


In three nights the Summer Moon would wax its fullest, and the feast at the great house marked the start of the festivities. After the food had been cleared away, the High Chief and the Axe-Priest talked quietly of their bargain. The Wolf People would always be hunters and their river would always rise and grow strong in the Wildwood. But the gods were moving. When the first fire-clearings had become pasture for the deer and the hunters had learned how to feed them in the winter, find safe places for the does to drop their fawns, and kill the older ones without waste when the time came, these were signs that the gods were moving. When the small cattle first came, and the other quiet grazing animals, and the seed corn was sown, the ancestors of the High Chief knew how powerful the axe was to become. It was the instrument of the gods, of the Sky Gods who brought the sun, the rain and the winds to the new fields.


Taking a rush light and setting it closer to the hearth, the Axe-priest laid three leather pouches before the old man and took out the precious axes. In the yellow light the lustrous green glinted over its smooth surface. The High Chief nodded and touched the axes. At the midnight ceremonies of the Summer Moon, they would appear, newly hefted and held high by the leading men.


Then, after more mead, the second part of the bargain was settled. In exchange the High Chief would arrange a journey, a safe passage. For many generations the priests of the Sky Quarries had looked towards the sunrise and dreamed that they would find the place where the first axes were dropped. When the Heaven-Fire melted on the jagged ridges of the Lakeland mountains, they knew that when the gods walked from the sunrise, the first, perfect axes fell on the hills nearest to the sea. There was a place, a huge mound called the Meeting Stones, where the axes had been buried. But no-one had ever tried to find them, until now.


For the festival of the Summer Moon many people would come to Watermeetings and the High Chief promised to send messages with some of them to his neighbours downriver, the Salmon People. The Wolf Tails could not accompany the Axe-Priest past the last boundary tree. Because they were his household warriors, it would not be right for the High Chief to send them into the country of another people. Instead he gave the priest parcels of small gifts for the leading men of the Salmon People and was careful to tell him their names so that they would know that they had met. Most important, a coracle packed with provisions was waiting at the jetties.


On the clear nights after the Summer Moon, the Axe-priest used the Starpoint Hills to make the best calculation he could. The Meeting Stones lay a long way from the Surger, and although the fishermen from the Salmon People had guided him closer by pointing out tributaries with a good flow, he knew that he had a long journey through the dense interior. But he also knew the night sky well and after a few days of walking, he reached what he thought was the valley of the Meeting Stones.


For two months these uplands had been home to the herd boys and their flocks. Leaving the lowland pasture to grow hay for winter feed, and living in summer shielings in large groups of twenty or more, the shepherds followed their beasts with care and a wary eye. On the grey edges of the day wolves hunted these hills. Depending on their numbers to drive off an attack, and their stone stells for protection at night, the boys were always watchful. And they knew of the approach of the Axe-priest, before he had even seen their flocks.


Above the valley stood many cairns filled with the bones of the dead. But the Meeting Stones were different. More than four times the height of a man and very long, the mound had taken many years to build. Larger stones had come from the nearby hills and others had been carried immense distances up here to the roof of the morning world.


As the herd boys watched from the hillsides, the Axe-priest laid down his pack and began to walk slowly around the circumference of the great mound, never taking his eyes off it. In a sunwise direction, he made three circuits. And then he sat for a time beside his pack, carefully taking things out of it. Once again he walked around the Meeting Stones, bending six times to set something small on the ground. Once the sun caught a dazzle point from what he carried. Although they could not make them out, these were the axes from the Sky Quarries. Finally the Axe-priest knelt, raised up his arms and turned his face up to the sky.


The Axe-priest knew that the gods were close in this place. And in the morning, at sunrise, he would wait for their approach, and look for their guidance. In the sun’s rays, the first axes would glow in the midst of the great mound of stones. And he would find them.


* * * *


When the evening sun falls behind the jagged ridge of the Lang-dale Pikes, it backlights them black against the sky. Looking west from Windermere and Ambleside, visitors sometimes notice this glowering horizon and remember that amongst the Beatrix Potter knick-knacks and the Kendal Mint Cake, the Lakeland can still be a place of quiet majesty.


Six thousand years ago the Pikes did more than dominate the landscape. They loomed large in the thoughts of powerful men. High up near the summit ridge in difficult and dangerous places, there are ancient quarries of volcanic stone. Even though more easily accessible and workable deposits lie further down the slopes, the prehistoric miners preferred to climb up and hack the rock out of the highest outcrops they could find. No practical reason for this puzzling choice can be deduced.


Once the volcanic rock had been won from the high quarries, it was cut and fashioned into axehead-shaped pieces. Using abrasives, these were then polished until the stone gained a dull lustre. It is clear that the quality of the axes produced in this mysterious process was controlled in some highly organised, semi-industrial manner. For this was no bijou operation which rose and fell over a short period; at Langdale the debris of an astonishing number of discarded axeheads has been found, perhaps more than 75,000. The volume of successful output implied is difficult to calculate but the wide distribution of these distinctive polished axes all over Britain, including several found at sites in the Borders, suggests a trade running into six figures at least.


Many of the Langdale axes were small: too small to be of any practical use. And of the larger finds it appears that none show signs of ever having been used. Taking into account the inexplicable location of their quarries and the nature of their distribution, it looks as though the axes were used as gifts and also made as symbolic, sacred objects venerated in some unknown way in the religious ceremonies of the prehistoric peoples of Britain.


The symbolism must have been powerful. The Langdale axes first appear around 4 000 BC, the time when woodland clearance began in earnest. While the real work of tree cutting was done by large, razor-sharp flint axes, the celebration of their dramatic achievement might have focused on their polished cousins from the high quarries.


Pollen archaeology can be very precise in measuring the advance and retreat of species of plants and trees, and in doing so say some less certain things about the role of human beings in the Wildwood. However, it is likely, judging from the measurable effects, that a number of factors were working to open up the landscape. Climate change and disease appear to have reduced the forest and in particular a sustained early episode of elm-tree blight felled many in the early part of the fourth millennium. But the principal impetus behind the slow destruction of the woods was both obvious and imprecise. Men and women were beginning to cut down trees in large numbers (and also to burn them back) in order to create clearings for pasture, cultivation and habitation. On the tops of Border hills shallow depressions can still be seen where old trees were uprooted by the wind and natural regeneration prevented by the immediate grazing of animals. This period saw the most radical and least well understood transition in human history.


Farming began in the fertile crescent of the Near East and slowly moved westwards over the European continent until it reached the Channel and North Sea coasts. It is impossible to know what happened at that point. Was there a sea-borne folk migration? Did significant numbers of new people somehow scramble into small boats bringing with them large domesticated animals and containers of seed corn? Perhaps. Or was there trade across the sea in new materials and new ideas? Or did the prehistoric peoples of Britain simply learn how to grow crops, tend flocks, and change much of their life-pattern without significant outside influence? The likely answer is a mixture of all these.


While the precise historical mechanisms must remain unknown, the general consequences of the transition from Hunter-Gathering to farming are more graspable. First and most important, a commitment to agricultural production on one particular area of land pinned a population to the map in a new way. In contrast to the old habit of moving comparatively freely around the Wildwood, groups of farmers began to settle on a piece of land which they worked, improved and most important, came to possess. The idea of the ownership of territory emerged. And with that, the further notion of good and less good land, which in turn implied competition, conflict, and winners and losers. And the new farming also prompted a substantial rise in the populations of particularly fertile areas, far greater than was possible amongst even the most efficient Hunter-Gatherers.


In good years farming created a surplus of food which allowed another radical departure. If everyone did not have to be involved all of the time in food production then other roles could be created. Given the growth of competition for good territory, an early specialisation is likely to have been military. And, in a parallel development, a hierarchical structure evolved under a leadership supported by a group of warriors.


The family bands of the Hunter-Gatherers gradually amalgamated into larger groups which might reasonably be seen as tribes. A shared territory implied a close network of blood relationships which ensured that a tribe was still regarded as an intimate unit. But inside it, people came to be treated differently. For example, matriarchy, or at least the leadership of the oldest, wisest and most experienced person, was supplanted by patriarchy. No doubt this change followed closely upon the rise of a male-dominated, warrior-based aristocracy.




PAINTS AND COLOURS


Because they left no written record, no maps and no signposts, it is impossible to know what name prehistoric Borderers gave to the place where they lived. In this they were no different from all of the early inhabitants of Britain. The first names were conferred by outsiders who came from the literary cultures of the Mediterranean: the Greeks and the Romans.


But these were not necessarily alien labels since they often related to something observed by these curious outsiders. One of the earliest, and certainly the most defining, talked of the great native interest in paint and colour. A Greek sailor, Pytheas of Marseilles, called these islands ‘Pretanike’. The name passed through several pairs of hands before being rubbed smooth into Britain. It comes from a native term and clumsily translates as ‘The People of the Designs’. To the Greeks and Romans one of the most striking habits of the British was their fondness for painting their bodies with bright colours. And this was not confined to warpaint and decoration: there is evidence that prehistoric men and women liked to have their skin permanently tattooed.


The ancient palette available to early tattoo artists still survives and is to be found all around us in the natural world. Bright and permanent colours can be easily extracted from a wide range of plants commonly growing in the fields and hedgerows of the Borders. For example, the leaves of the iris give up a rich dark green, while its roots supply a matt black. Blaeberries make a purple dye, bog myrtle gives yellow and tormentil a bright red. There are dozens of other sources offering a spectrum of great subtlety. Far from being grey and muddy, the domestic lives of the early peoples were full of colour.


Sharpened bone needles were used to prick the skin and introduce the pigment in a pattern of dots set so close together as to present a solid block much in the way that tattoo artists still do. The designs were likely more standard than the eclectic mix of dedications and slogans available today, and the tribal names offer a clue as to what these might have been. Some refer to animal symbols. The Carvetii who lived around Carlisle translate as ‘The Deer People’, for example. When the formal and standard patterns used by the warriors of the North American Indian tribes to identify different groups is borne in mind, it does not stretch credulity too far to imagine the tattoos of the Deer People involving an antler design, or some such. The Wolf Tails are, of course, an invention but their existence is not a fantasy.


This habit of body decoration continued in North Britain on into the historical period when the Romans described the tribes north of the Forth as ‘The Picts’ or Painted People. Many of the remarkable Pictish symbol stones show stylised carvings of animals such as bulls, geese, snakes and horses. And on the Borthwick Water, near Hawick, a beautiful Pictish carving of a fish, probably a salmon, has been found. Herodian, a snooty Roman historian of the third century, wrote that the British went around ‘for the most part naked’, and that they tattooed their bodies with designs and pictures of animals. These animals were important, and their meaning may relate to tribal names as well as to tattoo designs.


Once farming had established the domestication of animals and the shearing of sheep and goats enabled the production of textiles, the plant-dye palette was adapted to make clothes more colourful. With its long history of textile production, the Borders never lost a cultural awareness of the importance of colour and the technological ability to produce it in quantity. Some Border dyes have become famous and associated with particular places and people – none more so than the particular shade of forest green worn by Hawick rugby players, the Robbie Dyes.





The gods were changing too. The Earth-Mother characteristics of Hunter-Gatherer beliefs gradually gave way to a concentration on fertility. This collection of ideas was far more intimately connected with farming and the delicate business of growing crops and domestic animals. And since its principal expression was the kindness or malice of the weather, men may have lifted their gaze from the trees of the great woods up to the sky. Just as an agricultural surplus enabled a role for warriors in a tribal society, it also allowed the development of a priestly class (or at least priestly activity): people who understood something of the moods of the heavens, the transit of stars and the minds of their gods.


The farmers built religious monuments, mostly associated with burial, the afterlife and celestial ceremonies of some sort. The Mutiny Stones (known as ‘The Meeting Stones’ in the nineteenth century) lie on a ridge in the Lammermuir Hills, north-west of Duns. More than 85 metres long, between a minimum of 7.6 m and 23 m wide, and 2.5 m high at the eastern end, it is a huge cairn shaped like a comet and its tail. The Stones were raised some time after 4 000 BC. In addition to its massive scale, what is striking about the monument is the complete absence of any evidence for burial. Sustained stone-robbing, including the construction of a sheep stell on the flank of the cairn, has reduced the size of the Mutiny Stones but hasn’t radically disturbed its interesting orientation. Aligned north-east to south-west, it repeats the general shape of Borders geography. But more important, for several dawns after the full moon nearest to the summer solstice, the sun rises directly behind the eastern end of the cairn.


Not everyone stopped hunting around 4 000 BC. In fact no-one with any sense did. As new ways of producing food gradually introduced themselves and became more reliable, little of the old life will have been abandoned. Whatever cultivated crops, cows, sheep, goats or pigs could provide will always have been supplemented by the hunter’s game bag or the gatherer’s basket. And an analysis of the noisome but highly informative contents of a blocked drain at the Roman camp at Bearsden in Glasgow shows that as late as the first century AD, wild plants, nuts and fruits still made up a very significant portion of a daily diet. The porridges and potages made common by the growth of cereals could be filling but tasteless fare, and wild berries and nuts were often used to supply much needed flavour and seasonal variety.


In the Borders the Hunters left their name on an ancient map. When Agricola, the Roman governor of Britannia, marched north in AD 79, he may have brought his son-in-law with him. The historian Tacitus wrote up an account of the campaign which not only added glory but also provided much completely new information about Southern Scotland. Most interesting is the list of the names of the native tribes. Occupying the central block of the Southern Uplands from the mouth of the Ettrick and Yarrow valleys across to mid-Teviotdale, and then west over to Annan-dale and the Nith, were the Selgovae. The name has a simple and unambiguous meaning and comes from the Celtic language root ‘seilg’, to hunt. The Selgovae were the Hunters. And more than that it seems that their territory remained the hunting ground, the old Wildwood. Even allowing for the difficulty and inhospitability of the central hill country, there is nonetheless a surprising lack of prehistoric finds: few stone axes, cairns, cists or mounds, ceremonial sites, later forts. The population of this wilder area remained thin, even in the third millennium BC

OEBPS/images/logo.jpg
ATRE NN





OEBPS/images/map2.png
NORTH SEA

0 s 10 15 20 25 komewes
—






OEBPS/images/map1.png
*Dolphincon

adon ity
St Boswe
Boudene e

o

Haxton
Ruhirord
Nibet
Ancrum®

Dunnfries /






OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
ALLAN MASSIE

VIOF






