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Preface


The Vikings in Islay can be read in several different ways. For those interested primarily in the language background and original descriptive meaning of individual Islay place-names, it represents the first major source book on the topic. The survey in Part 2 covers the names of more than 600 settlements, structures and natural features on Islay, with reference to the Ordnance Survey National Grid, the National Monuments Record of Scotland, and glossaries of naming elements in both Old Norse and modern Scottish Gaelic. Around half of these names are examined in fine detail, with their designation as Gaelic or Old Norse being the first, in the majority of cases, to build on modern historical-philological principles. Rather than simple or unsubstantiated guesswork, the associated etymological discussions are based on the systematic consideration of early written forms and local pronunciation in their topographical, economic and wider societal contexts, cross-referenced wherever possible against attested naming conventions and cognate examples in the suggested source languages.


Readers keen to examine the totality of Islay’s fascinating namescape will also find a broader study, exploring how the island’s chequerboard pattern of Gaelic and Old Norse name material might best be reconciled with the major contours of its colourful history. The extended prose investigation in Part 1 can be used as a technical manual on the scope and limitations of place-names as source material for history writing in general. For readers with a more specific interest in Scottish history, however, it can also be seen as a challenge to the longstanding orthodoxy on the nature and scale of Viking settlement in the Inner Hebrides. From this perspective, its collected observations on the origins and interconnections of Islay place-names amounts to a substantial body of new evidence, with clear potential to re-frame a traditional narrative balanced somewhat precariously between the fragmented documentary and archaeological records. For Islay, at least, it raises the spectre of population disjuncture, and suggests that the question of whether the Norsemen ‘extirpated’ the natives, as famously asked of the Outer Hebrides by Captain W.F.L. Thomas some 150 years ago, is still very much a live issue.


Note on personal names and special characters


For the most part, the names of historical figures discussed in this book are given in the forms familiar from the sources and studies they dominate. For Viking Age and later medieval Scandinavian material, this means standardised Old Norse. Perhaps the most unfamiliar of the spelling conventions encountered here will be the use of the letters ‘thorn’ (Þ & þ) and ‘eth’ (Ð & ð), equating to the /th/ of modern English ‘thorn’ and ‘then’ respectively. For the names of Celts recorded in the annals, standardised Middle Irish forms are used, reflecting the predominantly Irish sources and scholarship on the period. Otherwise, where names are more familiar in their anglicised forms, such as Somerled MacGillebride and Godred Crovan, these are given instead. Readers wishing to hone their pronunciation of Old Norse, Middle Irish or modern Scottish Gaelic will find ample guidance freely available on the World Wide Web.









Acknowledgements


This book would not have been possible without the help and support of many friends and colleagues. It has evolved from my doctoral thesis over an extended period of research and publication. For their enthusiastic supervision in the early years, and for their continued advice in the decade since, I would like to thank Drs Arne Kruse and David Caldwell. In my subsequent work on Islay and its place-names, I have also benefited from the assembled wisdom of countless fellow academics and interested amateurs at universities, seminars and conferences across Scotland and Scandinavia. Their thoughts and opinions have helped me to polish my own. For their detailed and thought-provoking comments on early revisions of the place-name survey, I am especially indebted to Drs Peder Gammeltoft, Berit Sandes and the late Dr Doreen Waugh. For their help, encouragement and forbearance, I would also like to thank Dr Bjarne Thomsen, Roger McWee, Sarah Campbell, and my better half, Hannah Macniven. Special thanks are due to the Scottish Place-Name Society, the Fahger-Noble Trust, the Scottish Inheritance Fund, whose generous financial support, has, along with that of the Section of Scandinavian Studies and the LLC Research Fund at the University of Edinburgh, ensured the viability of this publication. Last, but by no means least, I owe a real debt of gratitude to the people of Islay, who gave freely of their time, hospitality and knowledge in their dozens on my many trips to their wonderful island. I have thoroughly enjoyed my time there, and can say with conviction that it is, indeed, the Queen of the Hebrides. Needless to say, all mistakes remain my own.


Alan Macniven
Kinghorn









Abbreviations






	A


	auchtenpart







	adj


	adjective







	adv


	adverb







	art


	article







	C


	cowland







	d


	pence







	dim part


	diminutive particle







	IED


	An Icelandic–English Dictionary (2nd edn). R. Cleasby, G. Vigfusson and W.A. Craigie (1957) Oxford: Clarendon Press.







	Indl


	Norske gaardnavne: Forord og inledning. O. Rygh (1898) Kristiania: W.C. Fabritius & sønners bogtrikkeri [Foreword and Introduction to NG].







	f


	feminine







	G


	Gaelic







	KAR


	the parish of Killarow







	KCH


	the parish of Kilchoman







	KDA


	the parish of Kildalton







	KME


	the parish of Kilmeny







	L


	leothras







	loc part


	locative particle







	m


	masculine







	M


	merk







	MacD


	Stephen MacDougall’s 1749–51 Map of the Island of Islay (Smith 1895: 552–3).







	n


	neuter







	NG


	Norske gaardnavne oplysninger samlede til brug ved matrikelens revision, efter offentlig foranstaltning udgivne med tilføiede forklaringer af Oluf Rygh, Vols 1–17, ed. O. Rygh et al. (1897–1924) Kristiania: W.C. Fabritius & sønners bogtrikkeri: http://www.dokpro.uio.no/rygh_ng/rygh_felt.html







	NID


	Norsk-isländska dopnamn och fingerade namn från medeltiden. H.E. Lind (1905–15) Uppsala: A.-B. Lundequistska Bokhandeln.







	NR


	Navnregister for kart I 1:50 0000 over Norge. Serie M711 (Topografisk hovedkartserie), Bind I – III. Forsvarets karttjeneste (1990–1) Oslo: Statens kartverk







	NSL


	Norsk Stadnamnleksikon. J. Sandnes and O. Stemshaug (1990), Oslo: Det Norske Samlaget.







	OD


	Ordnance Datum







	ON


	Old Norse







	OS


	Ordnance Survey







	pl


	plural







	pn


	personal name







	poss pron


	possessive pronoun







	PNM


	Placenames of the Isle of Man, Vols I–VI. G. Broderick (1994–2005) Tübingen: Max Niemeyer Verlag.







	prep


	preposition







	Q


	quarter(land)







	RCAHMS 1984


	Argyll: An Inventory of Monuments: Volume 5: Islay, Jura, Colonsay & Oronsay. The Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments of Scotland (1984) Edinburgh: HMSO.







	rn


	river name







	s


	shilling







	SEn


	Scots English







	Thomas MS


	Manuscript notes deposited in the library of the Society of Antiquaries of Scotland in Edinburgh used for the preparation of F.W.L. Thomas (1881–2) ‘On Islay Place-Names’ PSAS 16: 241–76.







	v


	verb







	The roman numerals in references to Jónsson (1907–15) indicate Icelandic sýsslur (counties):







	I.


	Austur Skaftafellssýsla







	II.


	Vestur Skaftafellssýsla







	III.


	Vestmannaeyjarsýsla







	IV.


	Rangárvallasýsla







	V.


	Árnessýsla







	VI.


	Gullbringu og Kjósarsýsla







	VII.


	Borgarfjarðarsýsla







	VII.


	Reykjavíkarsýsla







	IX.


	Myra of Happnadalssýsla







	X.


	Snæfellsnessýsla







	XI.


	Dalasýsla







	XII.


	Barðastrandarsýsla







	XIII.


	Ísafjarðarsýsla







	XIV.


	Strandasýsla







	XV.


	Húnavtanssýsla







	XVI.


	Skagafjarðarsýsla







	XVII.


	Eyjafjafjarðarsýsla







	XVIII.


	Suður Þingeyjarsýsla







	XIX.


	Norður Þingeyjarsýsla







	XX.


	Norður Múlasýsla







	XXI.


	Suður Múlasýsla







	The volume numbers given for Norske Gaardnavne refer to the historical Norwegian amter (counties), and the corresponding modern fylker:







	NG 1:


	Smaalenenes amt (Østfold fylke)







	NG 2:


	Akershus amt (Akershus fylke & Oslo)







	NG 3:


	Hedemarkens amt (Hedmark fylke)







	NG 4:


	Kristians amt (Oppland fylke)







	NG 5:


	Buskeruds amt (Buskerud fylke)







	NG 6:


	Jarlsberg og Larviks amt (Vestfold fylke)







	NG 7:


	Bratsberg amt (Telemark fylke)







	NG 8:


	Nedenes amt (Aust-Agder fylke)







	NG 9:


	Lister og Mandals amt (Vest-Agder fylke)







	NG 10:


	Stavanger amt (Rogaland fylke)







	NG 11:


	Søndre Bergenhus amt (Hordaland fylke)







	NG 12:


	Nordre Bergenhus amt (Sogn og Fjordane fylke)







	NG 13:


	Romsdals amt (Møre og Romsdal fylke)







	NG 14:


	Søndre Trondhjems amt (Sør-Trøndelag fylke)







	NG 15:


	Nordre Trondhjems amt (Nord-Trøndelag fylke)







	NG 16:


	Nordlands amt (Nordland fylke)







	NG 17:


	Tromsø amt (Troms fylke)










[image: Illustration]


Figure 1.1 Isle of Islay, location.
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Introduction


The Inner Hebridean island of Islay is well known for its Gaelic heritage. In recent years, this has been clearly visible from the islanders’ large-scale participation in local and national mòd gatherings, the great strides being taken locally in Gaelic medium education, and the unusually high concentration of Islay whisky distilleries, whose distinctive take on the Gaelic tradition of uisge beatha, the water of life, has ensured a brand familiarity with the island and its Celtic roots throughout the world. There are equally compelling reasons to believe that these roots run deep. In 1791, for example, the Reverend John McLeish, minister of Kilchoman parish, remarked in his report for Sir John Sinclair’s Statistical Account of Scotland 1791–1799 that ‘[t]he Gaelic is the general language of the common people’.1 For much of the 16th and 17th centuries, and almost universally before the forfeiture of the Lordship of the Isles by James IV in 1493, there is an abundance of evidence to show that Gaelic was also the language of the nobility and the landed gentry.


There can be little doubt that the high status enjoyed by the Gaelic language and culture in Islay towards the end of the Middle Ages was secured by the arrival of the Argyll-based sea king Somerled MacGillebride and his sons around 1150.2 Within a century, their dynasty was so firmly established that Somerled’s great-grandson, Angus Mòr MacDonald, had the moniker ‘de Ile’, ‘of Islay’, confidently incorporated into his personal seal.3 Angus’ own descendants of the 14th and 15th centuries came to hold sway over a vast transmarine territory, which they controlled through a network of strongholds in the Hebrides, the north west mainland of Scotland and Ireland.4 It is poignant to note, however, that these MacDonald Lords of the Isles continued to favour Islay as a base of operations, holding court at their proto-urban castle complex on Eilean Mòr in Loch Finlaggan,5 issuing Acts and edicts including the unique Gaelic language charter of 1408,6 and even more significantly, designating the adjacent islet as the official assembly place for the Council of the Isles. By the time Dean Monro wrote his Description of the Occidental i.e. Western Isles of Scotland in the 16th century, this was known as the ‘Counsell Ile’, or Eilean na Comhairle in Gaelic.7


While the MacDonalds’ relationship with Islay has become heavily romanticised in the years since their demise, it was born from a practical appreciation of the island’s strategic importance. The main attraction was almost certainly its location. Islay sits at the gateway to the Irish Sea (Figure 1.1), providing a safe haven between the treacherous waters of the Coire Bhreacain and the North Channel, and commanding the main thoroughfare between the west coast of Scotland and Ireland. But control of the island brought other advantages. Although Islay itself is relatively small, at around 62,000 hectares, its assorted landforms boast a range of ecological zones and a wealth of natural resources, including large tracts of unusually productive farmland, based on limestonederived soils and shell sand machair,8 capable not only of supplying the extravagant household needs of resident nobles, but also of billeting a standing force of several hundred dedicated fighting men.9 The adjacent Sound of Islay was another major asset. This narrow stretch of water separating Islay from the island of Jura is of obvious importance as a maritime highway, but it could also be brought into service as an extended natural harbour to assemble the Lordship fleets of longships, birlinns and highland galleys, reported on occasion to have numbered in their hundreds.10


In short, Islay was a valuable prize. By the Early Modern era, its unique combination of strategic importance and agricultural productivity were enshrined in the byname ‘Banrìgh nan Eilean’ or queen of the Hebrides.11 With this being the case, it seems unlikely that Somerled and his brood would have been the first to covet its gifts. On the contrary, it can be inferred from the large number of ruined fortifications still dominating the Islay landscape that the struggle for control of local resources is one that echoes far back into antiquity. Indeed, it is a struggle that seems to intensify the further back it is traced. The scattering of crumbling castles and fortified dwellings from Islay’s medieval period is eclipsed by the dozens of drystone duns, forts, brochs and the island dwellings known as crannogs which have survived from its Early Christian era and Iron Age (Figure 1.2).12 Reliable written accounts for this earlier period are scarce. However, between the snippets of Hebridean reportage recorded in the Irish annals and the more localised anecdotes preserved in Adomnán of Iona’s late 7th-century Vita Columbae, there is enough to suggest strong cultural connections between the native Ilich (people of Islay) and their better documented neighbours in Ireland. In the society described by the early Irish law codes on status Críth Gablach (Branched Purchase) and Uraicecht Becc (Little Primer), land ownership appears to have been a key component in social standing. In theory, every freeman was either a flaith, ‘lord’, or céle, ‘client’. Social rank was qualified by property, and those who were imprudent enough to lose their lands were stigmatised through loss of status.13 As a result, every part of the landscape, whether physically occupied or not, was legally owned and jealously guarded. There is no reason to believe that Islay was any different. In fact, this assumption finds support in the originally 7th-century text known in full as the Miniugud Senchasa Fher nAlban (Explanation of the Genealogy of the [Gaelic-speaking] Men of Alba), but often referred to more simply as the Senchus. The Senchus outlines the landholdings and military strength of the leading families of the Early Christian kingdom of Dál Riata.14 Those of Islay were said to have been owned by the powerful and implicitly Gaelic-speaking cenél nOengusa (kindred of Angus). As in other parts of Dál Riata, their estates were measured in terms of abstract units known as tech or ‘houses’, not for the purpose of redistributing wealth but to apportion the obligation to supply the kindred’s substantial marine force with boats and men.
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Figure 1.2 Suspected Iron Age fortifications.





Since Islay and the surrounding area began to pique the interest of historians in the late 19th century, writers have drawn heavily on observations like these to emphasise the local importance of Gaelic tradition, stressing its essential continuity in an unbroken chain back to the 5th century AD or earlier.15 As a historical narrative, this assumption of continuity is reassuringly simple. It provides a backdrop of cultural certainty against which other developments can be more easily gauged. Unfortunately, its subsequent overstatement has also served to conceal a significant flaw in the underlying body of evidence. With the exception of one terse reference to an earthquake in the Annals of Ulster for 740,16 and a perfuncintroduction tory notice of the death of Manx king Godred Crovan in Islay recorded in the Chronicle of the Kings of Man and the Isles under 1095,17 there are no surviving references to the island itself, let alone the political allegiances or cultural identity of its inhabitants, until the arrival of Somerled in the mid 12th century. This represents an effective hiatus of 400 years in the local historical record. While the Islay that emerged from this extended repose could certainly be described as Gaelic, balancing the written accounts that frame the gap against other types of evidence suggests that the expression of that identity had changed dramatically since Dál Riatan times. It is, of course, no little coincidence that this black hole in Islay’s history corresponds to the era of overseas expansion from pagan Scandinavia more commonly known as the Viking Age.


The term ‘Viking Age’ is a nebulous one, the temporal span and implications of which vary from region to region. In this volume, it will cover the period of pagan Scandinavian raiding, settlement and cultural influence from the time of the first recorded raids in the Hebrides in the last decade of the 8th century to the ‘official’ Conversion of the neighbouring Northern Isles by the Norwegian king Óláfr Tryggvason in the last decade of the 10th. The term ‘Viking’ itself is also fraught with pejorative connotations.18 Here, it will be used as a simple pronoun interchangeably with ‘Norse’ and ‘Norseman’ to stand in place of ‘pagan Scandinavian’ or, more specifically, their military elite. For reasons discussed in Chapter 4, the language spoken by these Vikings will be described as Old Norse (ON), and that of their Celtic counterparts in the Hebrides as Gaelic.


With Scandinavian disruption to the political status quo during this period playing such a pivotal role in the crystallisation of the medieval kingdom of Scotland, 19 it would be surprising if at least some impact had not been felt in Islay and the Inner Hebrides. This much is suggested by the transformation of the designation ibd(a)ig (Hebrides) in the Irish annals of the pre-Norse period,20 to the Innse Gall, (Islands of the [Scandinavian] foreigners) encountered towards the end of the Viking Age.21 It also seems to be mirrored in the martial culture of the region’s political elite.22 Although scant illustrative detail survives from the Dál Riatan period, what remains from the Lordship of the Isles shows clear signs of Scandinavian influence. While the naval levies of the Senchus are thought to have comprised wooden-framed, hide-covered currachs, for example, the mainstay of the Lordship’s fleets, the birlinn or West Highland galley, appears to have evolved from the clinker-built Viking longship, differing mainly in the addition of a fixed rudder.23 Even the word birlinn, from Scottish Gaelic bìrlinn (f), has Scandinavian origins, deriving ultimately from Old Norse (ON) byrðingr (m) meaning ‘ship of burden / merchant ship’. Similar comparisons can be drawn with the battle gear of Hebridean nobles depicted on the West Highland grave slabs at Finlaggan and Oronsay,24 and the conditions of ship service recorded in local charters of the Early Modern period, such as the 1614 Tenandry of Lossit.25 But there are also hints at a far more deep-reaching change.


As the written records for the area become more plentiful, it becomes clear that the language of the Lordship had diverged substantially from that of Ireland since the Early Christian era.26 While this divergence could be attributed to a number of factors as diverse as natural drift or the growing influence of English, there are strong indications that the main agent of change was, in fact, Old Norse, the language of the Vikings. Linguistic studies highlighting traces of Scandinavian ‘interference’ in the vocabulary, syntax, grammar and pronunciation of the Hebridean dialects of Gaelic are not new.27 Since the turn of the millennium, however, the systematic review of these features by a new generation of historical linguists has traced their genesis to native speakers of Old Norse learning Gaelic, as opposed to native speakers of Gaelic adopting aspects of the Scandinavian language.28 This is a prospect that implies a profound change in the composition of Hebridean society during the Viking Age. The most straightforward explanation is large-scale and long-lasting Scandinavian settlement. As we have already seen, the incoming Scandinavian nobles would have had good reasons to seek control of islands like Islay. But with the indigenous Celtic elite under severe cultural pressure to maintain a monopoly on land ownership, and having access to a range of military resources to help them do so, it is difficult to see how equilibrium could have been achieved without significant social upheaval. Whereas small-scale Viking settlement would have been repelled or quickly absorbed into the Gaelic mainstream without leaving much of a mark, any large-scale, elite-driven settlement, whether initially hostile or not, would have required the forced acquiescence or, more likely, the neutralisation of the native landowners and their supporters.


Frustratingly, there are very few contemporary accounts of Viking activity in the Hebrides against which to test these presumptions. Other than a few generalised references to the ‘devastation of all the islands of Britain by the heathens [the Vikings]’ reported in the Annals of Ulster for 794 and 798,29 and an account of their takeover of ‘all the islands around Ireland [the Hebrides]’ in the Annals of St Bertin for 847,30 the only target specified by name is the wealthy monastery of Columba on Iona, which seems to have been attacked repeatedly in 795, 802, 806, 825, 878 and 986.31 There are no contemporary accounts of Viking activity in Islay. Folk tales linking the name of the island to a supernatural Danish princess called Jula,32 and alluding to a battle between the ‘Danes’ and ‘Fenians’ at Gartmain on Lochindaal,33 may hint at vague community memories of Viking activity, but must be treated with caution. It can nevertheless be assumed that the majority of Viking warbands witnessed in and around the Irish Sea must have sailed down Scotland’s west coast and directly past Islay to get there.34 Moreover, it would be surprising if at least a few of them had not stopped off along the way, given the island’s acknowledged assets. This assumption finds a certain degree of support in the archaeological evidence.


While archaeologists have yet to confirm any Viking Age settlement sites in Islay, it is worth noting that the vast majority of artefacts recovered from the island’s soils and sand dunes that can be dated with any certainty to this period are Scandinavian.35 More significantly, they are also of a type normally associated with the pagan military elite of the 10th century, with the additional presence of female assemblages hinting at the entrenched presence of a pagan Scandinavian cultural group at the heart of the erstwhile Christian Gàidhealtachd 150 years or more after the beginning of the Viking Age. Nevertheless, historians attuned to the traditional narrative of cultural continuity have been reluctant to explore the full implications of this material. In fact, the most common conclusion has been to view the Viking Age as a traumatic but ultimately temporary episode, with any actual settlement being peripheral, marginal and quickly absorbed into the native community, and any lasting cultural impact being minimal.36


Until recently, conclusions like this have also helped to perpetuate the more general understanding of Scotland’s Viking experience as a tale of two polar extremes, with the Norse extirpation of natives in the north giving way to the native assimilation of Norse incomers in the south. The logic here is once again appealing in its simplicity, but, once again, its subsequent overstatement has served to conceal some major limitations with the evidence upon which it is based. These observations on the nature and extent of the Viking influence in Islay and the Inner Hebrides have been drawn from patterns of data formed and collected a long time after the Viking Age had drawn to a close, typically several hundred years. Yet surprisingly little consideration has been given to the distorting effects of survival, discovery or post-Viking Age developments, or, in other words, just how representative this material could actually be of the situation on the ground half a millennium or more previously. The same issues have already come under scrutiny for the Outer Hebrides. Until 40 years ago, there was very little historical evidence and no decisive archaeological evidence for the Viking subjugation of the Long Island from the Butt of Lewis to Barra Head. Since then, a flurry of archaeological activity has seen dozens of actual and potential Scandinavian settlement sites identified in South Uist alone.37 This new material has, in turn, fed into a multidisciplinary rethinking of the wider conceptual framework for Viking migration, leading to an expansion of the northern zone of Norse domination to include the Outer Isles and northwest mainland.38


For Islay and the Inner Hebrides, where archaeological work on the Viking Age has been relatively stagnant, there has been a certain amount of retrenchment. Some scholars have begun to reappraise the historical sources for hints of a more substantial Viking impact.39 But without the input of new corroborating evidence their efforts will remain speculative. Tantalisingly, however, there is one source material with the potential to yield exactly this kind of evidence which has yet to be fully explored – the names of local places. According to the Ordnance Survey’s Object Name Books, Islay has around 6,000 fixed locations still felt important enough to warrant description by a discrete name.40 Nowadays, a steadily growing proportion of these names, currently around two fifths or more of the total, must be considered Scots or Standard English. For example, Port Ellen and Port Charlotte, the names of two of the island’s largest villages, date only to the early 19th century, when they were planned by then laird Walter Frederick Campbell of Shawfield, and named in honour of his wife and mother respectively.41


The remainder of the names, amounting to around three fifths of the current total, can be considered Gaelic in the sense that they have for centuries been used, preserved and developed by the Gaelic-speaking community in accordance with the norms of local pronunciation and the demands of the Gaelic grammar system. Many of these Gaelic place-names must nevertheless be regarded as ‘exotic’. They may look Gaelic when written down, and sound Gaelic when spoken by locals, but they make little sense if any attempt is made to understand them as Gaelic words. The name Beinn Tart a’Mhill near Nerabus (KCH),42 for example, gives the contrived meaning of ‘The Hill of the Thirsty Hill’. Others, like Nereby (KAR) and Robolls (KME), give none at all. Others still contain elements which might be understood in terms of descriptive meaning, and in some cases continue to be productive in naming practices, but which cannot have been drawn from Goidelic word stock.43 This list includes several dozen elements such geòdha (m), ‘creek’, and sgeir (f), ‘skerry’. The reason for all of this is quite simple. The material in question is not, ultimately, Gaelic in origin, but Old Norse.


At a generous estimate, place-names containing Old Norse elements account for only around a fifth of the total. Crucially, however, these names do not appear to be confined to any particular part of the island. Instead, they are spread fairly evenly across all of its landforms. Given the thousand years of change in population size, distribution and nomenclature since the height of the Viking Age, it is probable that the proportion of Norse place-names was once much higher, raising serious questions as to how the implantation and survival of so many Norse place-names could have been possible without a fundamental disruption to the societal status quo. Indeed, it might be asked whether the Viking Age in Islay saw cultural changes as dramatic as those which are now believed to have taken place in the Northern Isles or Outer Hebrides. This in turn raises the possibility that the appearance of a north-south divide in Scotland’s Viking experience is an illusion caused by changes to the available evidence in the period after the Viking Age came to an end. If this proved to be the case, the significance of the arrival of Somerled MacGillebride would have to be recast as a marker not of Gaelic continuity but of reintroduction.


The current volume aims to contribute to that debate with a fully contextualised presentation of the first systematic island-wide survey of Islay place-names conducted using historical-philological principles. By considering patterns in the distribution and introduction of place-names and place-name elements from the Old Norse and Gaelic traditions, it will be possible to get closer than ever before to the real nature and extent of the Viking impact on Islay.










PART 1


Background and Analysis
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What’s in a Name?




‘What’s in a name? That which we call a rose


By any other name would smell as sweet’


Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet, Act II, Scene ii





In styling Juliet’s famous plea to Romeo, Shakespeare made great play of the perceived emptiness of Romeo’s surname, Montague. In so doing, he presaged one of the main tenets of modern name studies, that names in a broad sense are meaningless.1 Whether the names in question are of flowers, families or places, their primary function is as a simple label or address tag, serving as shorthand for the associated range of physical and abstract characteristics. Unfortunately, from a name studies perspective, Shakespeare’s onomastic tale is only half told. What he fails to mention, which name scholars would stress, is that the majority of naming elements are drawn from the standard word material, grammar and syntax available in the source language at the time and place of their creation.2 With the vast bulk of this material originally having appellative or dictionary meaning, it follows that every name has a story to tell. In fact, in this respect, the names of places can be seen as short but tightly composed narratives, with the potential to yield valuable commentary on the relationship between the land and the people who have lived and worked on it.


If enough is known about the suspected source language(s) of a place-name, a process of linguistic analysis can be used to establish the mother tongue of the name-givers. In an Islay context, simply determining whether this was Old Norse or Gaelic is of immediate practical significance. By then scrutinising the composition, structure and nuance of the name material, however, it is also possible to shed light on the relative status of the Norse and native communities at the point when those names were coined. Over time, changes in the local language or cultural practices may have led to this information becoming obscured or forgotten. But as names do not have to be understood as anything other than a collection of phonemes, or sounds, they provide a convenient and resilient vehicle for the transmission of lexical meaning down through the ages.3 It is because of these qualities that Scandinavian place-names have been able to survive in the Gaelic-speaking environment of Islay’s recent past.


Place-names can be divided into two main categories for the purposes of settlement historical study: cultural names, amongst which settlement or habitative names are the most important; and nature or topographic names, which are used to designate natural features. However, further and more detailed distinction can be made on the basis of syntax and onomastic structure. Although numerous different systems have been devised for the study of Gaelic and Old Norse place-names,4 the needs of the present survey are better served by a simpler, unified approach. We will assume, for example, that place-names at their most basic comprise a lone generic element (along with its grammatical affixes). These ‘simplex’ names provide a basic description of the place in question, for example, Bolsa (KME) from ON bólstaðr (m), meaning ‘farm’. Where the generic is qualified by a specifying or descriptive element the resultant names are known as ‘compounds’. This ‘specific’ adds nuance to the name, clarifying the ownership, associations, output, relative size or location of the site. The specific element in Conisby (KCH), for example, from ON *Konungsbýr,5 suggests that the farm-district was once associated with a konungr (m) or ‘king’; in Cornabus (see Kilnaughton, KDA), from ON *Kornabólstaðr, that the most noteworthy output of the farm was korn (n) or some kind of grain; and in Nereby (KAR), from ON *Neðrabýr meaning ‘Lower Farm’, pointing to the relative location of the settlement.


In compound names, the order of the elements can help to establish the source language. In Gaelic compounds, word order tends to follow the Celtic pattern of generic followed by specific, for example, Ballimartin (KME) from Gaelic *Baile Mhartain, ‘Martin’s Farm’. Compound Norse names, on the other hand, tend to follow the Germanic pattern of specific followed by generic. Thus we have Olistadh (KCH), from ON *Óláfsstaðir, ‘Olaf’s Steading’. This second category is overlapped by a third in respect of Gaelic names, where the specific and generic parts of the name remain separate but stand in grammatical relation to each other. These ‘phrasal’ names can be formed with or without definite articles or prepositions, for example, Gaelic *Eilean na Muice Duibhe, meaning ‘Island of the Black Pig’ (see Island (House), KAR).


With the linguistic background of Islay’s name-giving community appearing to have changed from Gaelic to Scandinavian and then back to Gaelic again over the course of the Middle Ages, a distinction must also be drawn between formally primary or independent names, which are intrinsically new coinages, and formally secondary or dependent names, which include or are based upon pre-existing name material.6 Names like Sanaigmore (KDA), which comprise an Old Norse compound and Gaelic contrastive modifier (ON *Sandvík, ‘Sandy Bay’, and Gaelic mòr, here meaning ‘greater’),7 or like Dùn Bhoraraic (see Lossit, KME), which appear to combine a Gaelic generic with an Old Norse specific, were traditionally seen as the conscious products of a bilingual or ‘hybrid’ Gaelic-Norse society.8 More recently, however, it has been accepted that these types of name are far less likely to be spontaneous constructs than multi-period coinages, where originally monoglot forms have been augmented with material from another language at a later date. It is also understood that where a name appears to comprise word material from more than one different language, the relationship between its original elements and later additions can hint at the relative periods of productivity of the different source languages. In the case of the hill and fort name Dùn Bhoraraic, there can be little doubt that speakers of Gaelic have coined a formally secondary dùn (m), ‘fort / hill’, compound by adaptation of a pre-existing ON *Bhoraraic. Here, the Gaelic word dùn is used as an ‘epexegetic onomastic unit’ or pleonasm.9 Although the element *Bhoraraic is almost certainly derived from ON *Borga(r)vík, ‘Fortbay’, its appearance in a dependent construct means that it can no longer be regarded as a name in its own right. It is, in the words of Richard Cox, an ‘erstwhile name’ or ex nomine onomastic unit.10 While it should therefore be stressed that Dùn Bhoraraic is not an Old Norse name, the survival of ex nomine elements like *Bhoraraic can be taken as evidence of the previous existence of formally primary Old Norse names and thus of an Old Norse-speaking name-giving community in the vicinity, which has subsequently come to speak Gaelic.


This is illustrated even more clearly by farm names such as Glenegedale (KDA), for example, which has been formed by the effectively tautological addition of Gaelic gleann (m), ‘valley’, to a pre-existing ON *Eikadalr, ‘Oak Tree Valley’, giving an apparent meaning of ‘Valley of Oak Tree Valley’. Rather than pointing to a linguistically hybrid society, this particular type of secondary construct suggests a lack of understanding on the part of later Gaelic speakers of the original appellative meaning of the local Old Norse nomenclature, which has therefore required clarification through the addition of an explanatory element. The existence of this kind of name in large enough numbers would point to a stable community of Old Norse speakers adopting Gaelic following a rise in the status of the language during the later Middle Ages. An absence of Old Norse names with Gaelic ex nomine onomastic units, on the other hand, might point to a marked lack of meaningful contact between the initial Viking settlers and their native ‘hosts’.


For similar reasons, it is also important to be clear about the process by which the names of places become implanted in the landscape, in the sense that they enter into and are preserved in local tradition. In name studies, the community which creates and maintains a given place-name is known as its ‘user group’. According to the user group theory first popularised by Norwegian philologist Magnus Olsen in the 1920s and 30s, all place-names can be assigned to one of three broad categories: ‘names of the farm’, ‘names of the district’ and ‘travellers’ names’, each with its own range of user groups.11 In premodern times, when the majority of people lived in small rural communities, the user groups for the first of these categories are likely to have been limited in number and widely dispersed. As knowledge of the names of the minor structures and topographical features on a given farm at a given point will have been largely restricted to individuals living and working on that farm, they might also be thought of as ‘vulnerable names’, susceptible to replacement following developments as minor as a change of tenant. By comparison, the names of more conspicuous topographical features, such as larger hills, rivers, roads, and also of the farms themselves, are more likely to have been shared by everyone in the surrounding district, making them resilient to all but the most sweeping of demographic changes, and lending more usefully to categorisation as ‘entrenched names’.


Olsen’s suggestion that certain specialist user groups, such as merchants, pilgrims and fishermen, might also create and implant names on passing through an area has been the subject of ongoing controversy in Scandinavia.12 But until recently, it was this last aspect of user group theory that loomed largest in overviews of Viking settlement in the West Highlands. A traditional historiographical emphasis on the transient nature of the recorded Viking raids and the lack of written or archaeological evidence for long-term settlement fuelled the assumption that certain Old Norse place-name generics could only be indicative of seasonal exploitation by passing war bands. Topographic generics in particular were seen as evidence of a ‘sphere of influence’ rather than an ‘area of settlement’, with one famous appraisal of names thought to derive from ON dalr (m) concluding that ‘[t]here is no reason to think that it has ever meant anything but what it still means in Norwegian today, i.e. “a valley”’.13 More recently, however, scholars have come to realise the important of making a distinction between the inspiration for name-giving and the way in which placenames enter local tradition.


While modern maps and atlases carry a large number of widely used travellers’ names, such as the Straits of Magellan, Easter Island, the Northwest Passage, etc., it has to be stressed that the bulk of this material has been imposed by modern map-making cultures on illiterate, native peoples. Although examples of this type of name have also survived from more distant times, most pertinently the name of the country Norway, from Norðvegr, the ‘North Way’, these are not only few and far between but limited to major topographical features along important travel routes.14 They are very rarely found attached to smaller scale topographical features of the type represented by the West Highland dalr names. As the features in question are nevertheless important in a local context, it must be wondered why local people would have accepted and preserved the assumed travellers’ names when they presumably already had names of their own. Once a name has been coined, it only continues to exist within its respective user group(s) as long as there is a need for it. When that need disappears, so too does the name.15 Take, for example, the Swedish rapid names on the river Dnieper recorded in the mid 10th-century writings of the Byzantine emperor Constantine Porphyrogenitus. While clearly coined by the Rus, or Swedish Vikings, travelling between the Baltic and Black Seas, there is no trace whatsoever of Scandinavian antecedence in the modern names for these features.16 The reason for this is clear. Once the Swedes stopped using the route in large numbers, their names for its landmarks fell into disuse and the local names, which had no doubt always existed in the background, rose once again to the fore to be recorded by later map-makers.


With examples like this in mind, it is difficult to accept that transient Norsemen could seed the names of relatively insignificant natural features in the alien and hostile cultural landscape of the West Highlands, or that their names would survive in situ over the centuries after their departure. Neither can they be seen as the result of native ‘scouts’ relaying Norse names back to their own communities. 17 If Viking chieftains did employ local people in their reconnaissance operations, we would expect local name material to have been adapted into the Norse nomenclature, and not the other way round. The survival of Old Norse place-names of any type beyond the Viking Age must therefore be seen as a reflex of Old Norse user groups establishing themselves in the areas where the names were coined, and maintaining their Norse cultural identity long enough to ‘implant’ them in the surrounding namescape. Only after this point, and following the adoption of the Gaelic language by the settled population, might we expect these names to change form or become displaced.


Considering that the Viking settlement of Islay represents intrusion into a fully developed cultural landscape, it must also be assumed that the introduction of Old Norse place-names, and especially nature names, was at the expense of pre-existing native names. Consequently, if it were possible to establish the chronological order of a given area’s Old Norse and Gaelic names, it would also be possible to make a more objective assessment of the extent of ethnic disjuncture which followed the Norse adventus. If an area had a large proportion of Gaelic place-names, for example, and if most of these could be shown to predate the Viking Age, this would suggest that the Norse impact on that area was minimal. If, on the other hand, the majority of an area’s Gaelic names could be shown to post-date the Viking Age, this might point to a more complete Norse takeover.


The dating of place-names can be ‘absolute’ or ‘relative’.18 The former is rarely achievable in an Islay context, with the planned settlements of Port Charlotte in Kilchoman and Port Ellen in Kildalton being two notable exceptions. For the vast majority of place-names relevant to the study of Viking Age Scandinavian settlement, the date of coining can only be estimated relative to another event. The material providing the appropriate terminus for this dating can be either internal, i.e. linguistic, or external, i.e. extralinguistic.19


As internal dating is based on general philological principles, it can be applied to any type of name. Generally speaking, Gaelic material which alludes to natural features in the singular indefinite, without grammatical affixes or descriptive additions, is thought to be early, with prepositional names such as the Lewis Eadar Dhà Loch, ‘Between Two Lochs’, conceivably very old. When it comes to more complex names, syntax can also be taken as a marker of age. Phrasal names containing forms of the definite article in the medial position, such as Tighandrom (KDA) from Tigh an Droma, ‘House on the Ridge’, are seen as later medieval developments, with those containing an article in the initial position, e.g. (An) Lossit (KME) from *losaid (f), ‘kneading trough’, potentially earlier.20 In his study of the place-names in the Carloway Registry area in Lewis, Richard Cox highlights a number of more specific diagnostics, arguing, for example, that gender anomaly, such as we find in the masculine An Dùn, ‘The Fort’, points to coinage after the 10th-century loss of the neuter gender;21 and that the lenition of the first phoneme of a masculine specific in a Gaelic genericspecific construct is unlikely to have come about before the early 12th century.22


It is nevertheless important to realise that none of these indicators are so precise that they can isolate the exact date of coining of a name without independent corroboration. Although the presence of lenition in a compound placename might suggest that the name is late, it should be remembered that place-names are usually also affected by general linguistic developments. Thus, even if a name was coined without lenition, there is a strong possibility that lenition would be added at a later stage after that particular development had become commonplace. On a similar note, there is always scope for anomaly and local variation. Indeed, it is for these reasons that Cox himself concedes that none of the Gaelic names in the Carloway Registry area can be shown without doubt, on internal linguistic grounds alone, to be pre-Norse.23


Similar observations can be made on the Old Norse material. Despite the lack of evidence for language use and linguistic development in the Hebrides during the Viking Age, it has been suggested that certain phonological features of Old Norse loanwords and place-names in the Gaelic of Lewis and Barra can be used to help date when that word material was borrowed.24 The presence of the diphthong [ai], for example, has been taken to indicate borrowings as early as the 8th century, when it is believed to have been raised into [ei] or [ai]. While it is reasonable to suggest that Gaelic aoidh (f), ‘ford, isthmus’, was borrowed from ON *aið, as opposed to standardised ON eið (n),25 and that the specific element in the Benbecula hill name Stiaraval (NF 810 530), recorded by Magne Oftedal as [image: Illustration], derives ultimately from ON *stainn (m), ‘stone’, rather than the expected ON steinn (m),26 it should also be noted that the diphthong [ai] is still common in various Norwegian dialects today. As a consequence, its presence in Hebridean place-names may be indicative of nothing more than where in Norway the settlers came from.27


The diagnostic possibilities offered by extralinguistic dating are equally varied, with a wide range of systematic approaches allowing for the exploitation of specific types or combinations of evidence.28 Once again, the main limitation on all of these is the retrospective nature of the endeavour. Some, like the ‘earliest extant reference’ method, are of little practical value here. It is effectively meaningless to note that the name Bolsa (KME), from ON *Bólstaðr, meaning ‘Farm’, must have been coined before it was first recorded as Spulse in 1507, when this is half a millennium after the end of the Viking Age. Others, such as the so-called fiscal method and the related geometric method, are potentially more rewarding.


While the sophistication of the fiscal method has grown considerably in recent years,29 the basic premise is relatively simple. It stands to reason that the first settlers in any given area will tend to choose sites with the best overall capacity to support a human population. As a consequence, they tend to accumulate wealth earlier and on a larger scale than later settlements on less favourable land, resulting in higher rental or taxation values or development into important secular or religious centres. Although this model was developed with virgin landscapes in mind, it can also be applied to previously settled areas. Given what is known about the relationship between landed property and social status in the early medieval Gàidhealtachd, we can assume that any kind of Viking settlement was prestige driven and focused on land of the highest quality. This was the conclusion drawn by W.F.L. Thomas in his late 19th-century assessment of Viking settlement in Lewis. The observation that the ‘important places’ on the island were far more likely to have Old Norse than Gaelic names led Thomas to suggest that the native Celtic population must have been cleared and the best land seized by the incoming Norse.30 While this assessment might seem unnecessarily violent and mired in the outmoded invasion hypothesis for cultural change,31 it should be stressed that place-names are generally capable of surviving shifts in language or ethnolinguistic identity, as is clearly visible from the numerous Gaelic place-names on modern OS maps of anglophone Scotland. When the local place-names of an area disappear, however, or are replaced by foreign examples, it is quite possible, as can be seen from North American history, that the main contributory factor is population displacement.32 As a result, the survival of a loose distribution of any Norse place-names to the present day, but particularly for high value settlements, would be unlikely without widespread Norse language use and a much greater density of Old Norse place-names in times gone by.


As fiscal dating requires access to land valuations, there is clearly less scope for applying it to nature names than habitative names. Hill, valley and other topographical names are rarely featured in early documents or maps. Nor, for obvious reasons, do they accumulate the breadth of fiscal data associated with habitative names in rental and taxation lists. While it might be imagined, therefore, that nature names as a class do not provide any data for chronological placing,33 a distinction must nevertheless be made between nature names per se and settlement names with topographic generics. As the evidence for human habitation at these latter sites is no different from that for settlements whose names have habitative generics, they can be approached in exactly the same way. Indeed, it is clear from analysis of farm names in Orkney, Shetland, Norway, the Faroes and Iceland that topographic generics generally, and simplex topographic generics in particular, are usually attached to the most successful and therefore potentially the oldest settlements in their respective localities.34 The reasons for this are straightforward. On coming to a new area, pioneers might name the first settlement after its most prominent natural feature, hence simplex names like Daill (KAR), from ON dalr (m), ‘valley’. Only after the landscape had been divided amongst these simplex denotata would it have been absolutely necessary to make a distinction between different examples of the same type of feature, hence Glenegedale (KDA) from ON *Eikadalr, ‘Oak Tree Valley’. Once this selection of names had been exhausted, there would then be a need to make even finer distinctions between settlements, hence the introduction of a range of habitative generics, different specific elements, and so on. As a class, then, independent settlement names with topographic generics can be presumed to be early.


A useful variant on the fiscal approach is the ‘geometric’ method developed by Jöran Sahlgren in the 1920s.35 Sahlgren’s technique builds on a series of assumptions, principally that any given region was originally divided amongst a small number of large ‘primary’ farms; that the boundaries between them were largely determined by natural features; and that over time, settlement expansion led to the development of ‘secondary’ farms within the boundaries of the primary holdings. Although this in turn would gradually obscure the original settlement centres and their boundaries, Sahlgren argued that if suitable – i.e. preagricultural revolution cartographic material – was available illustrating later boundaries, it would then be possible to reconstruct the original primary landholdings by grouping together their secondary divisions. While this approach has been criticised on the grounds that it paints an overly simplistic picture of settlement development and relies on boundaries which might not be original, it can nevertheless provide a useful supplement to the standard fiscal analysis of settlement sites, especially in the reconstruction and analysis of administrative boundaries.


Over the past 100 years, aspects of these fiscal and geometric approaches have been combined with a narrower focus on individual generics with a view to charting the development of Viking settlement in Scotland. In the 1920s, Norwegian scholars Magnus Olsen and A.W. Brøgger drew heavily on the Icelandic saga evidence to postulate two major waves of Viking immigration to the Northern Isles, the first from Møre, resulting in the coinage of ON bólstaðr and setr names, with a second, from West Agder, leading to the introduction of land names.36 In the 1950s, their approach was refined substantially by Orcadian place-name scholar Hugh Marwick. Marwick’s combined analysis of late 15thcentury rentals and the geospatial characteristics of the sites listed in them led him to suggest a nine-point ‘scale of ancestral dignity’ for Old Norse settlement generics in Orkney, in effect a reverse chronology beginning with kví and progressing through setr, land, garðr, bólstaðr, staðir, skáli and bú, to boer.37 One of the stated applications of this ‘scale’ was to help date sites where fiscal data was not available.


In the late 1960s, aspects of Marwick’s approach were adapted by W.F.H. Nicolaisen as part of a more ambitious project to chart settlement developments in pre- and early historic Scotland. Dealing in turn with each of the country’s early medieval language groups – Early English, Scandinavian, Gaelic, and PCeltic (Pictish and Cumbric) – Nicolaisen examined the density and geographical spread of a range of common generics displayed on the OS 1:50,000 scale maps. He concluded that diffuse yet important generics such as ON staðir were indicative of early phases of settlement, with the most densely distributed generics such as ON bólstaðr illustrating the maximum extent of a name giving group within a given area or time period.38 While groundbreaking at the time, it is now clear that both Nicolaisen’s and Marwick’s models are ripe for revision. Crucially, neither includes topographic generics, which, as we have already seen, are likely to belong to the oldest and most prestigious settlements in their localities. More significantly, however, both build on the assumption that settlement landscapes begin as a series of central nodal points and expand outwards over time, with newer sites becoming smaller and more peripheral in the process, an idea with roots in the urgård model devised by Sigurd Grieg and Magnus Olsen.39 Although this provides a tidy theoretical framework for the study of settlement development, it seems likely from what is known of the Icelandic landnám (settlement) that the reality was rather more complicated. If the evidence of the 13th century Landnámabók (Book of Settlements) is accepted, the initial settlers of Iceland claimed much larger areas than they could hope to utilise themselves. Parts of this land were then sold, rented or gifted to subsequent groups of immigrants, who thereby entered into socially subordinating relationships with the original landnámsmen (principal settlers).40 Local variation in the level and intensity of this internal development might therefore lead to different staples of settlement- type and thus place-name generics being introduced at different times in different regions. It has, moreover, been shown by Lindsay MacGregor, in her study of Faroese farm-names, that the presence or absence of certain generics from certain areas tells us more about environmental constraints than the timescale for settlement development.41


Even in the case of isolated early settlements, it is unlikely that subsequent expansion would have been strictly linear. Application of Walter Christaller’s central place theory to Scandinavian place-name material suggests that Viking Age communities were structured around chieftains’ residences (central places).42 Although this type of community may have taken many centuries to develop in Scandinavia, it stands to reason that Norse immigrants in Scotland would have created theirs much more quickly.43 Indeed, when the first so-called ‘primary’ farms were established by prestigious early settlers and their extended households, there is no reason to imagine that they would not have been equipped with all of the necessary ‘secondary’ settlements in the form of shielings, hunting lodges and all of the other amenities required by their aristocratic patrons from the outset. It might also be reasonably imagined that these different parts of the estate would have been given appropriately descriptive names.


Considering that Viking settlement in Islay took place in a fully developed cultural landscape, there would be even greater scope for the simultaneous exploitation of different types of ecological zone. As a result, we must allow for the possibility that the establishment of socially and economically secondary settlements in any given part of the island was simultaneous with that of their primary counterparts. It follows that central/large settlements need not always be early and that peripheral/small settlements need not always be late. As William Thomson quite rightly points out, Marwick’s scale of ancestral dignity functions less well as a chronology than as a hierarchy, illustrating the socioeconomic connotations and interrelationships of certain place-name generics rather than their place in a fixed chronological sequence.44 As with a chronology, however, this hierarchical model must be tempered to take account of the extremely long period of time during which Old Norse naming traditions remained active. In Shetland, for example, all of the generics in Marwick’s scheme, with the exception of staðir, appear to have remained active beyond the medieval period.45 During this extended period of productivity, changing fashions in naming traditions have seen different generics acquire different connotations in different areas. Attention can be drawn here to the strikingly different usage of ON skáli (m) in Orkney and Shetland. While it is usually associated with economically primary sites in the former, it tends to designate peripheral and insignificant sites in the latter.46


Settlement development in an area as large and ecologically varied as Islay is likely to have been so complex as to preclude a universally valid chronology of place-name generics. That is not to say, however, that there are no generics or name types generally which could function as relative chronological markers. In order to identify these, it is first of all necessary to select an appropriate body of place-names and scrutinise their linguistic and extralinguistic characteristics. Only then might it be possible to isolate areas of potential Dál Riatan survival into the Norse period, the post-Norse reintroduction of Gaelic tradition, or even discrete phases of settlement development within the Norse period itself, such as its opening and closing stages or the development of administrative boundaries.
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Approaching Islay’s Place-names




There are more Danish or Norwegian names of places in this island than any other; almost all the present farms derive their titles from them, such as Persibus, Torridale, Torribolse and the like.


Thomas Pennant, 1772




The exotic character of Islay’s place-names when seen from a Gaelic language perspective finds easy resonance in the island’s dramatic landscapes and turbulent history. For many observers, the associations are so strong that the names themselves have acquired a sense of romance.1 In order to access and extract any meaningful commentary on the nature and extent of Viking settlement, however, it is necessary to adopt a more sombre, scientific approach.


The realisation that many Islay place-names are Scandinavian in origin and date to the Viking Age is not new. It was first recognised in print towards the end of the 18th century by Welsh traveller Thomas Pennant in his Tour in Scotland and Voyage to the Hebrides and repeated at regular intervals in the decades that followed. In the 1790s, for example, the Reverend Archibald Robertson, then minister of Kildalton Parish, drew particular attention to settlement names in the Oa of Islay ending in –bus, now thought to derive from ON bólstaðr (m), meaning ‘farm’.2 In 1852, the Danish antiquarian J.J.A. Worsaae highlighted traces of ‘decidedly Norwegian settlement’ in his Account of the Danes and Norwegians in England, Scotland, and Ireland in terms not just of Scandinavian farm names, but also of ‘Danish forts’, as the local remains of Iron Age fortifications were then commonly but erroneously described.3 By 1854, Cosmo Innes had observed in his Origines Parochiales Scotiae that the parishes of Islay also had many topographical features that still retained an Old Norse name.


In the years since, these generalised observations have given way to a number of more detailed overviews. Island-wide surveys were carried out by H. Cameron Gillies and Alexander MacBain in the early 1900s, with Domhnall Maceacherna publishing his popular Lands of the Lordship in 1976.4 Other studies have been more narrowly focused, such as David Olson’s appraisal of the southern part of the Rhinns and the south eastern part of the Oa in 1983;5 and the Islay specific entries in supraregional surveys of individual generics, such as Peder Gammeltoft’s 2001 treatise on ON bólstaðr in Scotland.6 Until the present volume, however, the only systematic study of Islay place-names was published by Captain W.F.L. Thomas in 1881–2. By this point, Thomas was already well known for his investigation into the Viking ‘extirpation’ or genocide of the Celtic inhabitants of the Outer Hebrides. In his 1874–6 survey of the farm-names of Lewis, for example, he had concluded not only that its Scandinavian farm-names were nearly four times more numerous than their Gaelic counterparts, but that the recorded Gaelic names were most likely to post-date the Viking Age.7 In his 1881–2 article ‘On Islay Place-Names’, Thomas turned his attentions to the Inner Hebrides and Islay. Of the 162 non-English place-names featured in his study, he regarded approximately one third to be Norse and two thirds to be Gaelic in origin (Table 3.1).


Table 3.1
Thomas’ classification of Islay’s non-English farm-names (1881–2: 273)


[image: Illustration]


Despite the relatively high proportion of Old Norse names, Thomas’ analysis was unexpectedly vague, with the figures attributed simply to ‘many causes’ and comparison invited with the findings of his Lewis survey.8 With the ratio of Old Norse to Gaelic farm-names effectively reversed in Islay, it was perhaps unsurprisingly the lower proportion of Old Norse names rather than any consideration of the causes that captured the popular imagination. Indeed, in the century that followed, these ratios became such an integral part of the received wisdom on Scotland’s Viking experience that they were often quoted without reference to their source.9 The result was the appearance of a north versus south school in Scottish Viking studies, based on the polar apposition of extreme cultural disjuncture in the Northern Isles and Outer Hebrides with native continuity in the Inner Isles.


If we do as Thomas himself suggests, however, and look behind his Islay article to the preparatory notes he deposited in the library of the Society of Antiquaries of Scotland (now in the National Museum of Scotland in Edinburgh), it is readily apparent that neither his choice of source material nor his analytical approach supports the presumed level of cultural continuity. Crucially, the evidence upon which his ratios are based makes no allowances for the island’s lively history in the years after the Viking Age, or the impact of these events on the local namescape. There are reasons to believe, for example, that while the putative ratio of Gaelic to Old Norse farm names may be higher in Islay than Lewis, Islay’s transformation from Norse colonial to High Medieval Gaelic society preceded that of its more northerly neighbour by quite some time, thereby allowing for a more wide-ranging transformation of the nomenclature before the introduction and crystallisation of written standards. The death in Islay of Manx King Godred Crovan around 1095,10 for example, suggests that the island held a central place in the Kingdom of the Isles. Although politically aligned to the Norse world, the hibernophile leanings of Godred’s Manx dynasty and likely introduction of Irish models of administration, including the parish system, are bound to have hastened the reintroduction of Gaelic as a prestige language, perhaps as early as the 11th century.11 While estimations as to the extent of this early influence remain speculative, it is clear from the historical record that the following centuries saw several additional periods of marked Gaelic influence. This post-Norse influx of Gaelic tradition appears to have been particularly strong in the years following the ‘invitation’ of Somerled MacGillebride and his sons to the Isles recorded in the Chronica Regum Manniae et Insularum for 1156;12 during the floruit of the MacDonalds of Dunyvaig and the Glens in the 16th and early 17th centuries; and after the acquisition of the Islay estate by Sir John Campbell of Cawdor in 1614.


It is only with the arrival of Somerled that Islay begins to emerge from its early medieval Dark Age. Significantly, when the mist finally clears, it is revealed as the centre of a fiercely Gaelic sea kingdom.13 Although the early status of Somerled himself is debated,14 it is clear that by the time he died in the battle of Renfrew in 1164 he was considered to be one of the region’s leading nobles,15 being dignified in his obituary in The Annals of Tigernach as ‘rí Indsi Gall & Cind Tire’, ‘King of Innse Gall [The Hebrides] and Kintyre’.16 It is also clear that Somerled’s descendants took pains to entrench their position through the appropriation of ancient symbols of authority. This can be seen in their adoption of the ritual landscape at Finlaggan as a seat of power, centre of administration and possibly also of regal inauguration ceremonies.17 Similarly, their patronage of the Benedictine abbey and nunnery on Iona from the time of their foundation by Somerled’s son Ranald, acknowledges the importance of spiritual connections that can be traced at least as far back as Dál Riatan times.18


The extent to which these developments represent direct continuity from the region’s Early Christian past is nevertheless open to question. In the case of Iona, there are strong indications of an interceding association with the insular Norse. Traditional interpretations of the removal of Columba’s relics to Dunkeld in Perth and Kinross and Kells in County Meath, Ireland, in 849 and 87819 respectively, have laid the emphasis on protection from heathen savages. Yet by the time Amlaíb Cuarán (sandle), ‘chief lord of the foreigners of Ath-cliath [Norse Dublin]’, spent his final years in retirement on the island before dying there peacefully in 981, it seems more likely that the Vikings were intent on appropriating its symbolism rather than destroying it. It should also be noted that important aspects of the elite culture displayed in and around Finlaggan were either demonstrably or probably Norse, with Scandinavian antecedence observed in maritime technology, military organisation and weaponry, and possibly even administrative divisions.20 At the same time, it seems that Somerled’s immediate descendents, the MacSorleys, made a concerted effort to promote their Celtic credentials, presumably to enhance their legitimacy as rulers of the Isles within the wider Gàidhealtachd, but most likely also to emphasise their independence from the anglophile kings of mainland Scotland.


An important part of this new Hebridean elite culture would have been the promotion of the Gaelic language, either directly through its use at court and in official documents, as can be seen from the 1408 charter, or indirectly through associated cultural practices. Most significantly, as rulers of the Isles, we can expect the MacSorley Kings and MacDonald Lords of the Isles to have appointed the full complement of office-bearers, professionals and craftsmen expected by Gaelic tradition. Later records show that many of the more important of these appointees were granted estates within a convenient distance of their new lords at Finlaggan. The list of Islay lands set by the Crown Commissioners in 1506,21 for example, can be presumed to include the property of most of its socially significant landholders after James IV’s forfeiture of the Lordship of the Isles in 1493. It includes the quantified but unnamed holdings of Gilchrist MacVaig (MacBeth), the hereditary surgeon; Archibald MacKofee (MacFie), maor or coroner of the Midward and hereditary record keeper to the Lords of the Isles; and Odony MacKy (MacKay) of the Rhinns who seems likely from later accounts to have been the MacDonald’s maor in that area.22 Other notable figures include Moricio MacSuyna, and Lachlan MacSuyna, who have been tentatively identified as the hereditary harper and bard of the Lordship respectively. 23 Another branch of the MacKay family we might have expected to appear in this list, the traditionally important MacKays of the Southward, as Kildalton is known in earlier documents, appears to have been replaced by one Nigel MacCane, a relative of John MacIan, the Crown Bailie charged with administering the Islay estate, presumably because MacKay had been forced into temporary exile alongside the MacDonalds of Dunyvaig following the forfeiture. The notable Islay family of MacBrayne, the Gaelic britheamh (m) or ‘judge’, is also conspicuous by its absence. W.D. Lamont explains this omission in terms of the instructions given to MacIan dated 10 June 1506 that his land court be held ‘in proper form . . . after the order of our sovereign lord’s law’.24 With the sovereign at the time, James IV, being anxious to impose the lowland legal system on the Isles, it is likely that the britheamh was deliberately sidelined in favour of the last name on the list, the mysterious Angus, son of Angus.


In addition to these office bearers and professionals, at least two families of craftsmen are named in the later sources.25 It is important to realise that certain craftsmen, and especially smiths, had much higher status in medieval Gaelic society than they had in anglophone Scotland in more recent times. It is therefore noteworthy that we find the MacNokairds, from Gaelic mac na ceard, ‘son of the smith’, although more specifically, ‘brass or fine metal smith’,26 recorded in the 16th and 17th-century rentals; and the MacGowans, from Gaelic mac gobhainn ‘son of the black smith’, attested in the late 17th or early 18th century History of the Campbells of Craignish.27 Attention can also be drawn to the MacIndewars and MacArthours associated with Ardtalla (KDA) and Proaig (KDA) in the early rentals, for example, the Gillaspy MacIndewar who rented Ardtalloch in 1541, and the Charles McArthour who was tenant of Proag (Proaig, KDA) in 1686, popularly believed to have been hereditary keepers of a religious relic and hereditary pipers of the Lords of the Isles respectively. While other possible examples of hereditary craftsmen and professionals have been suggested, including the MacInleisters, meaning ‘son of the fletcher’, and the MacTaggarts, from ‘son of the priest’, there is as yet no further evidence for their status as such.28


We can expect the reinvigorated prestige status of Gaelic tradition implied by these developments to have had a major impact on local naming traditions. As might be expected with changes in landownership, ‘names of the farm’ would have been particularly vulnerable to change, with Old Norse nature names in particular likely to have given way to Gaelic neologisms on a large scale. But in the initial part of this period, before the introduction and normalisation of written standards in administration and landownership helped to ossify the nomenclature, so too would the ‘names of the district’. It can be little coincidence that the islands believed to have been acquired by Somerled from Man in 1156 – Arran, the Islay group, the Mull group, the Small Isles and the Long Island, or Outer Hebridean archipelago, from North Uist southwards – now show a considerably lower level of Norseness in terms of their nomenclature than Skye, Lewis and Harris.29


While the rise and fall of the MacDonald Lords of the Isles had played out by 1542, when the Lordship was inalienably annexed to the Crown as one of the dignities enjoyed by the heir to the throne,30 this period also saw the flowering of the MacDonalds of Dunyvaig and the Glens. Following the death of John MacDonald in 1387, the first of the dynasty to assume the title of Dominus Insularum (Lord of the Isles), the lordship had passed to Donald, the firstborn son of his second marriage. Although Donald’s brother John Mòr inherited lands in Kintyre and Islay including the castle at Dunyvaig (See Ardbeg, KDA), he seems to have been less than pleased with this settlement. After rising in rebellion against his brother, leading to his defeat and expulsion to Ireland, John entered the service of Niall Og O’Neill as Constable of Ulster. While there, he married the heiress Margery Bisset, acquiring the large tracts of land known as the Glens of Antrim in north-east Ulster in the process. On his eventual reconciliation with Donald, John returned to Islay in 1401 and established himself as the ancestor of the MacDonalds of Dunyvaig and the Glens, with lands in Islay, Kintyre and Antrim.31


This move can be seen as a consolidation of existing MacDonald links with Ulster. A similar dispute almost a century earlier had seen Angus Og MacDonald usurp the position of his older brother Alexander Og and effectively exile Alexander’s sons, Turlough, John Dubh and Sorley, to Ireland.32 But it seems likely that the MacDonalds had already been active across the North Channel by this point. In 1290, the Annals of Loch Cé record that: ‘Aed O’Domhnaill was deposed by his own brother, i.e. Toirdhelbhach O’Domhnaill, who assumed the sovereignty himself through the power of his mother’s kindred, i.e. the Clann- Domhnaill, and several other Gall-oglaechs’.33


While the MacDonalds of Dunvaig and the Glens cannot themselves be counted amongst the Gallowglass or Hebridean mercenary kindred, their position as major independent landowners in Antrim saw them emerge as important power players in 16th-century Ulster.34 This did not prevent their forfeiture along with the rest of the Islay MacDonalds in 1493. By 1545, however, astute political manoeuvring on the part of James MacDonald of Dunyvaig saw him rewarded by the Scottish government with the Barony of Bar in Kintyre, which included lands in Islay, Jura and Colonsay. This sudden change in fortunes also saw the MacDonalds make considerable inroads into Ireland. By 1550, James MacDonald held sway over the northwest coast between Dunluce and Belfast. James’ dominance was based to a not insignificant extent on the MacDonald’s ability to muster large armies in the Hebrides and transport them across the North Channel at short notice.35 But it would be wrong to imagine that the flow of traffic between the Isles was one sided. In 1575, for example, when the incoming Bryce family entered the service of Angus MacDonald of Dunyvaig and the Glens, the bond of manrent stipulated they were to be placed in any of his lands he pleased.36 By the early 17th century it seems that the authority being given to these Irish incomers was causing umbrage amongst the more established Islay communities. On 17 March 1613, the Privy Council heard a petition raised against Sir Ronald MacSorley, son of Sorley Buy MacDonald and nephew of James MacDonald of Dunyvaig, 1st Earl of Antrim. According to the report in the Register of the Privy Seal, Ronald’s officers had:




[subjected] his Mahesteis tennentis [in Islay] to the formes and lawis of Yreland, and to compel thame to persew and defend in all thair actionis and causis according to the forme and custome of Yreland; quhilk is a matter of verie grite greif unto thame that thay, being his majesties native borne subjectis, should be rewlit and governit be foreyne and strange lawes.37





It was no doubt events like this, which proved to be the tipping point in the MacDonalds’ second fall from royal favour.38 Islay was garrisoned by the Crown, and following the full-scale rebellion of 1614 led by Sir James MacDonald’s younger brother Angus and his distant relative Coll Ciotach (the lefthanded) MacGillespie, both the island and the task of suppressing MacDonald interests were secured for Sir John Campbell of Cawdor by his brother Archibald Campbell, the seventh Earl of Argyll.39 Although the Campbells of Cawdor took several direct steps to minimise MacDonald support in Islay, the process was to last many decades. Bonds of obedience for this purpose were extracted from the chiefs of the MacKays, MacBraynes and MacFarquhars in 1618,40 the castle in Loch Gorm was occupied, the former MacDonald power centres of Kilchoman and Finlaggan were rented to John’s brothers Colin of Ardersier and George (later of Airds), and the estates around Dunyvaig in Kildalton were restructured (see notes on Ardbeg, KDA).


To begin with, Campbell enthusiasm for Lowland ideals at the expense of local tradition achieved little more than to breed resentment amongst the population at large. But the tensions gradually escalated. By the 1640s and the Civil War, George Campbell was complaining of difficulty getting Islay men to serve with him in Ireland, when it is known that many of them fought alongside Sir Phelim O’Neill, no doubt with the express intention of fighting the Campbellbacked covenanting force.41 At the same time, Dunyvaig castle was captured and held by Coll Ciotach on behalf of the MacDonalds,42 while the local minister, Martin MacLachlan of Kildalton, was forced to flee and his counterpart in the northern and western parts of the island, Archibald MacAlaster, reported that his own congregation had also sided entirely with the rebels.43 While in Ireland, George Campbell left control of his Islay lands in the hands of his wife, Janet. Continuing resentment between the Campbells and the MacDonalds during this period is borne out by a story recorded in the History of the Campbells of Craignish. According to the Craignish historian, Janet, also known as ‘the wicked woman of Dunstaffnage’, made a practice of seizing followers of the MacDonalds in the night, binding them hand and foot and transporting them to deserted rocks and islands where they were left to die.44 Although the story is likely to have been exaggerated, it can hardly be doubted that its central theme of the forcible eviction of MacDonald supporters by Campbells is based in reality. By 1629, when John Campbell of Knockrinsale finally sold out to the Campbells of Cawdor, there were no senior members of the Clan Donald left in Islay. With their powerful patrons gone, it was only a matter of time before the ordinary tenants were also displaced.


It is important to note that Islay was left devastated by the Civil War. In 1651, for example, only £2216 10s 2d was forthcoming from the estates of Islay and Muckairn in mainland Argyll, when in previous years the two had produced in excess of £20,000.45 Such was the loss of revenue suffered by the Campbells as a direct result of the wasting and destruction of their lands by the rebels that an Act of Parliament was passed in 1647 relieving the Laird of Cawdor from paying Crown dues for the previous and the coming three years.46 It might perhaps be cynical to suggest that much of this damage had been engineered by the Campbells to further destabilise their MacDonald rivals. Whatever the case, they were certainly not slow to exploit the situation. By the late 17th century, over a third of the island was in the hands of Campbell tacksmen (gentlemen farmers), with the rest being let directly by the laird to groups of smaller tenants.47 It must be wondered whether the intensity of ill feeling and inevitable divisions which persisted between the Campbells and the locals might be compared to that which followed the arrival of the Vikings some 800 years earlier. It is against this background that Cawdor and many of his tacksmen imported Gaelic-speaking tenants and farm labourers from the Campbell estates in Nairnshire, an effective plantation which is bound to have had a significant impact on Islay’s place-names.


As with the politically motivated settlements of the MacDonalds South, the Campbells’ endeavours in Islay do not seem to have had a major impact on the ‘names of the district’. But neither, given the emphasis on written standards in fiscal practice by this point, should we expect this to have been the case. The rentals of the 16th and 17th centuries see only minor changes in the names of the established farm-districts. This appearance of stability must nevertheless be balanced against the likelihood of extreme disjuncture at the level of ‘names of the farm’. With wholesale changes in localised user groups, it stands to reason that the necessary introduction of new Gaelic place-names would further erode the proportion of Viking Age Old Norse names in the local nomenclature.


By 1726, a combination of poor financial planning, failed harvests and general bad luck had combined to leave the absentee Cawdor Campbell lairds on the verge of bankruptcy and so desperate for ready cash that the sale of the Islay estate was inevitable.48 The purchaser, Daniel Campbell of Shawfield, was renowned as an agricultural improver, an ethos carried on by his immediate successors, his grandson Daniel Campbell the younger, Walter Campbell of Sunderland, and Walter Frederick Campbell.49 As a result, the population rose steadily from around 5,500 in 1755 to a fraction under 15,000 in 1841.50 Once again, the associated changes in economic emphases and settlement organisation are bound to have had an impact on local place-names.


Returning to the popular interpretation of Thomas’ 1881–2 survey, it should now be clear that the non-contextualised restatement of a late 19th-century place-name ratio cannot hope to account for the demographic changes of the preceding millennium. By focusing on the names of farms listed as ‘going concerns’ in the then current Valuation Roll for the County of Argyllshire, the large number of farm names known from earlier sources and contemporary local usage alike which no longer denoted tax-paying concerns are marginalised. At the same time, it should also be noted that Thomas’ list includes a number of Gaelic settlement names which do not appear in earlier sources. Some of these, like Bowmore, have clearly documented origins in the late 18th century.51 To complicate matters yet further, it includes the six topographical and district names mentioned in the Valuation Roll: Oa, Rhuvaal, McArthur’s Head, Beinn na Caillich, the Rhinns and Lochindaal.52 As all of these appear to be Gaelic or (Scots) English, and none refer to taxable farms in 1872–3, their inclusion casts further doubt on Thomas 1:2 ratio of Norse to Gaelic place-names as a reflection of the situation on the ground during the Viking Age.53


As a pioneer in the field of name studies, Thomas was, moreover, unaware of the subtlety with which place-names can and should be categorised in this kind of investigation. His simple classification of non-English place-names as either Norse or Gaelic serves only to provide a general indication of the minimum extent of Viking settlement on the island, and does little to allow for the more nuanced study of ethnic development. While he does make provision for a limited number of loaned Old Norse personal names in Gaelic place-names, this falls short of the possibilities offered by concepts such the dependent name and the ex nomine onomastic unit. If Thomas’ raw statistics show anything clearly, therefore, it is little more than the ratio of tax-paying farms with Old Norse and Gaelic names in Islay in the second half of the 19th century. This, then, begs the questions of how a more effective study of the relationship between Islay’s Old Norse and Gaelic place-names might be framed, and which types of source material would provide a more appropriate starting point.


It might be argued that the solution should involve the collection and detailed investigation of every available Islay place-name, following the lead of the more generalised onomastic surveys of Barra by Anke-Beate Stahl, or the Carloway Registry area of Lewis by Richard Cox.54 The resulting catalogue would certainly offer distinct advantages over Thomas’ approach in terms of the sheer volume of data available for analysis. But it would still suffer from much the same shortcomings when it came to the study of settlement patterns during the Viking Age. If place-names are to be used to help reconstruct the settlement patterns and ethnic identities of a millennium ago, our first recourse cannot be to modern maps or inventories or even living memory, but to the oldest surviving records of local place-names. Ideally, these would be contemporary with the period being studied. In an Islay context, where the earliest recorded forms of the majority of local place-names post-date the end of the Norse period by 500 years or more, this is not possible. While the approach must therefore be retrospective, the risk of anachronism can be minimised by working with the earliest possible material. If the intention is to conduct a settlement historical survey, the solution must also concentrate on settlement sites. The need for extralinguistic data to support the subsequent analysis demands a knowledge of where the named places actually were. Studies in other areas may have chosen to focus on a limited range of settlement generics,55 or, alternatively, the sum total of all of the settlements mentioned in the sources, whether physically discernible or not.56 In order to ensure a comparison of like with like, however, it makes more sense that the range of source material consulted provides contemporary coverage of the entire island. It would also be preferable for the type of settlements under consideration to be relatively uniform. If data from one period where place-names were only available for tax-paying farm-districts was assessed alongside that from another where place-names were available for individual, non-tax-paying shielings, the results would be chaotically inconsistent.


While the earliest extant documents containing references to Islay settlement names include the Gaelic language charter from 1408, along with several others in Latin and Scots from the late 15th and early 16th centuries, these cover no more than a small part of the island in anything other than superficial detail. The series of later Crown and local rentals beginning in the early 16th century covers a much larger part of the island in much greater detail. The first of these documents providing anything approaching comprehensive coverage of the island’s farm names is the so-called MacIan Extent of 1507. It has been noted by several previous writers that this list of Islay ‘fermes’ accounts for the fiscal extent of the entire island.57 When the distribution of its holdings is studied more closely, however, it soon becomes clear that it does not cover every part of Islay in detail. Whereas ‘Oo in Iley’ (the Oa peninsula), for example, is listed as a single estate with a valuation of £13 4s 8d, it is apparent from other sources, both earlier and later, that this area was split into at least ten individual farmdistricts and probably many more subordinate settlements.


The next document that warrants consideration as a potential starting point is the extract from the 1541 rental of the Lordship of the Isles covering Islay. Although its 144 farm-names might seem comprehensive, they exclude a large number of holdings, mostly from KAR and KME and amounting to around 10% of the total, that are known from both earlier and later sources. While the absence of ‘Church Lands’ listed in previous rentals accounts for many of the missing holdings, the exclusion of other, secular farm-districts is puzzling. Unusually for a rental of this period, the 1541 document also lists the tenants of each holding, possibly in an attempt by James V, who purchased the MacIan inheritance earlier in that year, to set the lands directly to sitting tenants and wean them away from allegiance to their clan chiefs, either the MacDonalds of Dunyvaig or the MacLeans of Duart. In so doing, the Crown might have hoped to further destabilise the by then disenfranchised Lords of the Isles. If this interpretation is accepted, the missing holdings might then be seen as pockets of support for the Lordship or perhaps demesne holdings still in the hands of the MacDonalds and the MacLeans. Whatever the case, the incomplete nature of the 1541 rental limits its value as the basis for any study of the island as a whole.


While later rentals, and especially those of the early 18th century, are far more likely to be complete, their purely tabular format means there is no way of knowing whether they include every farm-district or indeed cover every part of the island. For this reason, it is vital to seek corroboration for the location of these sites in contemporary maps.


The available cartographic material for Islay ranges from Forlani’s map of 1558 to 1566, through the original Ordnance Survey six inch to the mile map of 1878, to the modern Landranger and Explorer sheets.58 As the majority of the early maps focus on the Hebrides in general rather than Islay specifically, they tend to show little more than a rough outline of the island and a handful of its more important settlements. While others appear far more detailed in their depiction of settlements and topography, the location of sites associated with the place-names is often far from accurate, as can be seen in Blaeu’s Atlas Novus of 1654.59 As a result, they often provide only limited support for the documentary material.


By way of contrast, Stephen MacDougall’s Map of the Island of Islay from 1749–51 proffers by far the most detailed representation of the island and its settlements of any made prior to the 19th century. Considering that Roy’s military survey of 1746–55 did not extend to Islay, the importance of MacDougall’s map in a study like this cannot be understated. Originally drawn on a scale of approximately 1:50,000, MacDougall’s map is the first and last to show the comprehensive division of the island into its traditional farm-districts, displaying the boundaries between them and the approximate location of the most important settlement in each. It was commissioned along with a more general survey by Daniel Campbell of Shawfield as part of an ambitious plan to modernise agricultural practice on the Islay estate. It has been suggested that the fine detail in this larger map was taken from a series of smaller maps known to have been produced by MacDougall at around the same time showing individual farm-districts at a scale of about 1:10,000.60 As only a handful of these smaller maps have survived, however, this is difficult to confirm. Although the 1777 list of contents for Islay House Library records a ‘Book of Maps of Islay’,61 which may have been able to shed more light on the matter, it is no longer extant. A great deal of cartographic material is also known to have been lost in the fire at the Shawfield Campbell mansion at Woodhall in Lanarkshire in the mid 19th century, with more of the collection said to have been ‘plundered’.62


Before the place-names presented by MacDougall or the early charters and rentals can be filtered or assessed in a meaningful way, it is important to understand what they actually represent. While it is tempting to call them ‘farms’, the modern connotations of this term are difficult to reconcile with the realities of premodern agricultural tenure. It is evident from the late 18th-century reports of James MacDonald that the standard unit of settlement in early modern Islay was the ‘township’, a term which should not be confused with the modern English noun ‘town’, now reserved for purely urban communities. The only conurbations on Islay approaching the modern concept of town, Bowmore in Kilarrow and Port Ellen in Kildalton, date to the late 18th and early 19th centuries respectively. Similarly, while the majority of the named divisions shown on MacDougall’s map are now associated with single, centralised farms and sometimes even villages, such as Ballygrant (KME), and Keills (Killcallumkill, KME), it would be wrong to suppose that each of these names has only ever accounted for a single household or even a single farm in the modern understanding of these words.




[image: Illustration]


Figure 3.1 Stephen MacDougall’s (1749–51) Map of the Island of Islay (Smith 1895: 552–3)





Prior to the agricultural and tenurial reforms of the late 18th and early 19th centuries, the basic agricultural unit in Islay, as elsewhere in the West Highlands and Islands, consisted of three elements: The house or houses belonging to a man and his family and accommodating his livestock and agricultural equipment; the arable land in one or other of the forms of runrig held jointly by a group of tenants, with the tenants combining to supply a plough team if necessary; and a much larger area, which included green pasture, hill and moss, on which the occupants of the arable holdings grazed their cattle in common. This area of pasturage might extend to a thousand acres or more, while the arable holding might not exceed ten to twenty acres.63 While the pasture was typically separated from the arable land by a head dyke, the holdings themselves were not usually demarcated by artificial means. The Gaelic term for this kind of community was baile (m). To avoid confusion with the common Gaelic placename generic baile, however, it makes sense to refer to it as a ‘farm-district’.


It should also be noted, that the houses of these communities were not generally clustered into villages as they might have been in Lowland Scotland or England, but scattered in groups across its lands.64 While it was theoretically possible for a farm-district to be peopled by one family living in a single house surrounded by outbuildings and arable land, it is just as likely to have comprised several small communities farming discrete plots of arable within a shared expanse of moor and pastureland. In his General View on the Agriculture of Bute from 1818, William Aiton remarks of Arran that ‘[t]he occupiers of land had a township of four to five to twenty families, several joint tacksmen in every farm’.65 The proliferation of subtenants in the Islay rentals of the 17th and 18th centuries points to a similar situation. In the rental of 1733, the auchtenpart holding of Craigfin (KDA), for example, was held in unequal portions by Neil Campbell, Archibald and Dougald McKenzie, Margaret Brown and Duncan Carmichael: in other words, at least four families and most probably at least four separate arable plots.


The distinction between the Islay farm-district and its constituent or ‘subordinate’ settlement units finds close parallels in the Faroese and Norwegian systems of settlement organisation. In the Faroes, the primary settlements, which went on to become tax-paying units, were traditionally known as bygdir (f pl) or ‘districts’.66 These bygdir contained a greater or lesser number of subordinate settlements known as býlingar (m pl), ‘little settlements’, grouped around the primary settlement site. While the name of any given bygd was likely to be unique in its region and used as a collective designation for all of the settlements in the district, býlingur names such as við Á, ‘By the River’, were usually only sufficient to locate the settlement within the farm-district.67 In Norway, a similar relationship obtained between the gård (m), ‘estate’, and the bruk (n), ‘subordinate agricultural unit’.68 The main difference between the Faroes, Norway, and Islay is that subordinate settlement names in Islay are much less likely to have survived. The value of this parallel, however, is that it suggests that many more settlements and therefore settlement names may once have existed in Islay.


While it has long been accepted that the small individual holdings included in the West Highland farm-district did not have individual place-names assigned to them,69 this is an oversimplification. Individual groups of dwellings, sometimes known as ‘clachans’,70 would almost certainly have had names within the local place-name user group, just like the Faroese býlingar names, even if they were simply indicative of their current occupants, a hypothetical ‘Calum’s House’, for example, or their location, such as ‘By the River’. In Islay, the existence of subordinate names is confirmed by the few surviving estate plans from the mid 18th century preserved in the National Records of Scotland. MacDougall’s undated map of the farm-district of Cladville (KCH) at the southwest extremity of the Rhinns, shows five or possibly six separate clusters of houses.71 These are named as Ballameanach, Cladaville, Claddach/Portnahaivne and Duthie. A further settlement is indicated on the isle of Orsay but not named. Significantly, however, only two of these, Cladaville and Orsay, are mentioned in the earlier rentals.


Although island-wide records for this kind of settlement proliferation may not have survived, it is safe to assume that the situation encountered in Cladville was not unusual. As it was the farm-district as a whole which was responsible for payment of rent and other dues, it was only the name of the farm-district which served a fiscal function and only this name, therefore, that was preserved in written form. The rental of 1733, for example, shows that many settlement districts were leased jointly by up to nine tenants, but it is the names of the tenants themselves rather than those of the plots where they lived that were recorded. In general, the names of subordinate settlements only begin to appear in the documentary records of the 19th century, when new methods of accounting and cartographic standards required every settlement name to be recorded. Given that this development followed a period of rapid expansion, decline and reorganisation of settlement, during which the traditional baile system was replaced by a more modern system of centralised farms, it is unlikely that the 19th-century data will preserve an accurate picture of settlement distribution or nomenclature in premodern times. On the contrary, we should expect many of the subordinate settlements from the earlier period to have disappeared along with their names without ever having appeared in the documentary sources or become elevated to an onomastic status they did not previously possess.


With detailed descriptions of the boundaries between Islay’s farm-districts not available in large numbers until the 19th century, the only reliable islandwide guide is provided by MacDougall’s map of 1749–51. As this predates the far-ranging agricultural improvements and demographic changes of the late 18th and early 19th centuries, it is likely that many of the boundaries shown are ancient, enhancing their suitability as cultural and environmental cachets for settlement historical analysis over maps produced just 50 years later. In fact, it would be reasonable to suggest that when attempting to decipher the narrative component of Islay’s place-names, MacDougall’s map is the closest thing we are likely to find to a ‘Rosetta Stone’. Unlike modern Ordnance Survey maps, the majority of the names it preserves are of the same type, allowing for more meaningful comparison of linguistic material. Better still, they are also presented within clear geographical boundaries, showing the division of the entire island into contemporary economic units and providing convenient units for the compartmentalisation and comparison of contextualising extralinguistic data.
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