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INTRODUCTION


MURDER. MASSACRE. BATTLES. Wars. Sieges. Riots. Rebellions. Assassinations. Anarchy. Plague. Bodysnatching. Fire and devastation. Beheadings and hangings. Bloody Scottish History: Edinburgh is a journey into the heart of darkness that lies within one of the most beautiful and visited cities in the world.


The Penguin Buildings of Scotland series – the definitive work on the nation’s built heritage – states quite bluntly that Edinburgh has the most spectacular landscape of any city. And it’s true. The castle sits upon Castle Hill, a volcanic plug that overshadows the low-lying land around. The Old Town perilously straddles a steep-sided ridge that slopes down to the east, leading into the Canongate plain on which stand the new Scottish Parliament and Holyrood Palace, the former home of kings. The direct route from castle to palace is known as the Royal Mile. Immediately south, ancient thoroughfares such as the Grassmarket and Cowgate occupy a valley spanned by tall viaducts, so what appears to be a ‘ground-floor’ shop on George IV Bridge can actually be an upper storey of a building that starts many floors below on Cowgate.


To the north, across what used to be a stinking loch but is now a delightful garden, lies the shopping Valhalla of Princes Street and the wide elegant avenues and crescents of the Georgian New Town, a geometrical contrast to the cramped and higgledy-piggledy Old Town. Further east, the rugged grandeur of Calton Hill and Arthur’s Seat dominate the skyline, while to the north-east the land descends to Leith and its port, opening on to the breezy vastness of the Firth of Forth. Add to this some of the most magnificent buildings of any city, anywhere, and you have a truly spectacular cityscape – a fitting theatrical backdrop for a history steeped in dramatic and stirring events. Not to mention bloody ones.
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The castle, towering over the streets in the valley below. (From Modern Athens by Thomas H. Shepherd, 1829)


[image: images]


Edinburgh in the 1820s, viewed from Princes Street. From the left, North Bridge, Arthur’s Seat and Salisbury Crags, then the Old Town climbing the ridge of Castle Hill. (From Modern Athens by Thomas H. Shepherd, 1829)
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A view from the Cowgate, showing the difference in height between various parts of the city. (From Modern Athens by Thomas H. Shepherd, 1829)


Most of our tales centre on the Old Town, the medieval core of the city that grew up in the shadow of the castle. Here, narrow closes, wynds and lanes run off the Royal Mile, some dropping precipitously to the depths below. Here, within a confined, walled world, artisan and aristocrat, professional and pauper, all once lived cheek-by-jowl in tall tenement buildings: Europe’s first skyscrapers. Here, street life was an intense experience, where mob rule often prevailed, and public executions provided welcome entertainment. Here, the stink would have been so strong as to make any modern visitor’s eyes water. Since the nineteenth century, Edinburgh has traded on its image as a haven of culture and respectability, but before that it was one of the most violent and volatile capital cities on the planet.


Welcome to Edinburgh. There shall be blood!




600-700


‘AND THERE WAS SLAUGHTER’


THE PROUD WARRIORS marched out from the great hall of Dun Eidyn, the fortress on what would later be known as Castle Rock. Three hundred mounted chieftains, each with their personal warband of hardened foot soldiers. They had been carousing and boasting in the drinking hall as their numbers swelled with allies from not just the whole of Scotland but as far away as Yorkshire and North Wales. Now they set out in a great army to face the enemy, confident of victory.


Only a handful returned.


DARK AGE WARRIORS


It was sometime around the year AD 603, and the Edinburgh and Lothian area was ruled by the kingdom of Gododdin. At this period in the Dark Ages, the British Isles were a confused mix of different kingdoms and ethnic groups – concepts such as ‘England’ or ‘Scotland’ did not yet exist, and even the names of peoples were still evolving. The Gododdin were Britons, a Celtic people who spoke a form of Welsh. The north of what would later be known as Scotland was the homeland of the Picts, while the west, Dalriada, was occupied by the Scots, a tribe recently arrived from Ireland. And to the south lay the new power in the land – the Angles – who, in the course of time, eventually became known as the English.


Along with their fellow Germanic invaders the Saxons, the Angles had emigrated from northern Europe in the period after the Romans had abandoned Britain. Territorially aggressive and militarily powerful, they moved against the Britons, taking over a hotchpotch of kingdoms from Yorkshire to Cumbria. Under King Ethelfrith – known to his British enemies as ‘Twister’ – the Angles started to move further north. Recognising a common enemy, the Britons of Gododdin allied with other British tribes and even their traditional foe, the Picts, and launched a pre-emptive assault on the Anglian forces of the kingdoms of Deira and Bernicia.
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A Victorian view of Dark Age warriors. (From Wilson’s Tales of the Borders, 1884)


The Britons were a Celtic warrior culture, where aristocratic honour depended on prowess in battle and masculine virtues at home. In the time that it took their forces to gather, the various chieftains got riotously drunk in the pine-built hall of Dun Eidyn, enjoying the hospitality of the Gododdin king, Mynyddog the Wealthy. Boasting, conviviality, and contests of skill and muscle were the order of the day.


RED WERE THEIR SWORDS


The two armies clashed at Catraeth (Catterick) in North Yorkshire. The proceedings were poetically recorded by Aneirin, Mynyddog’s court bard. His epic poem, The Gododdin, is one of the earliest surviving documents in Welsh. ‘Three hundred men hastened forth, wearing gold torques, defending the land, and there was slaughter.’ It eulogises the courage, fighting skills and bloodlust of the Britons – ‘Red were their swords, May their spears never be cleansed’ – and then it points out that their entire force was wiped out, almost to a man.


Aneirin witnessed the slaughter first hand, and, according to him, was one of a tiny number of survivors: ‘None escaped save three, through feats of combat … And I, with my blood streaming down, For the sake of my brilliant poetry.’ The bard was captured and held prisoner until his ransom was paid.


The poem exists in different versions, each giving varying facts, so it is impossible to get an accurate figure of how large the respective armies were, but what is certain is that the British forces were utterly annihilated. A short time later the Angles also wiped out an army of Dalriadan Scots at the Battle of Degsastan. The Anglian advance northwards was relentless and it was only the internal difficulties following Ethelfrith’s death that slowed their depredations. But the kingdom of Gododdin was tottering. In the year 638, after years of exacting tribute and bleeding the kingdom dry, the Angles finally besieged and took the British stronghold of Dun Eidyn (if this date seems late, it is possible that the Battle of Catraeth took place not in the year 603 but in 617, perhaps even 626; no one knows for sure). With the Britons out of the picture, the Angles entered into decades of conflict with the Picts, often allying with the Picts’ neighbours and enemy, the Scots of the west coast. In the Anglo-Saxon language, Dun Eidyn became Edwinesburh, which became Edinburgh.


At its height in the seventh century, the triumphant kingdom of the Angles stretched for 350 miles from the Humber to the Tay. In the tenth century, the Angles of Northumbria were weakened by the incursions of the Danes, and the Gaelic-speaking Scots of Dalriada, seeing a power vacuum, took Edinburgh and Lothian. By this point the proud Welsh-speaking kingdom of Gododdin was little more than a memory.


King Mynyddog’s wooden hall of Dun Eidyn, where the boisterous Celtic warriors feasted, swilled mead and bedded serving girls in the weeks before the massacre, is lost somewhere beneath the centuries of stonework that make up the various stages of Edinburgh Castle.


WHAT DID THE ROMANS DO FOR US …?


Castle Rock had been a stronghold long before the Gododdin. There was a settlement on the crag in at least 900 BC, during the late Bronze Age. Later, the inhabitants were an Iron-Age Celtic tribe called the Votadini, who had a second hill fort on Traprain Law in East Lothian. The Votadini appear not to have resisted when the Romans invaded, and they were largely free to go about their business without military occupation. As a client nation of the Roman Empire the Votadini received many benefits, such as trading privileges and payment in valuable silver – many of these silver objects can be seen at the National Museum of Scotland. The Romans finally quit the area in the fourth century AD, leaving behind a culture that could be described as ‘Romano-British’. The Gododdin of the Dark Ages were actually the direct descendants of the Iron-Age tribe – ‘Gododdin’ is a version of ‘Votadin’.
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‘Red were their swords.’ Blood spurts on the battlefield. (Courtesy of the Thomas Fisher Rare Book Library, University of Toronto)




1296-1357


A BARRICADE OF DEAD HORSES!


THE EXHAUSTED SURVIVORS of the running battle could find no cover. In a last desperate tactic, they slaughtered their steeds and built a barricade of horseflesh. Surrounded, and lacking food or water, they had little hope …
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By the Middle Ages the kingdoms of Scotland and England were firmly established, more or less on today’s borders. And, like other close neighbours, they were frequently at each other’s throats. Between 1296 and 1357 the Scots fought two long-drawn-out Wars of Independence to avoid becoming a vassal state of England. This condition of semi-permanent warfare saw crops burned, areas evacuated, and fields left fallow, as the Scots pursued a scorched earth policy in the Lowlands, denying the invaders food and supplies. In Scotland the growing season was shorter than further south, so, with agricultural output curtailed, the fourteenth century had its fair share of hungry years.


Edinburgh was not yet the capital – in truth, the capital was where the King happened to be at the time – but it did possess one of the finest castles in the kingdom. The original site, now the Old Town, was built on what is known as a crag and tail. The crag is a hill of hard volcanic rock that resisted the power of the glaciers, while the tail is a sloping ridge of softer rock protected from glacial erosion by the crag. With the crag towering 260ft above the surrounding countryside, and protected by sheer cliffs on three sides, Castle Rock was a perfect defensive position. The part of the Royal Mile formed by Lawnmarket and the High Street runs along the spine of the tail. Salisbury Crags and Arthur’s Seat, a favourite hill walk on the eastern edge of Edinburgh, form another example of crag and tail.


MEDIEVAL BOMBARDMENT


The first castle was almost certainly built of wood, but it appears to have acquired a curtain wall of stone by the twelfth century, making it one of Scotland’s first enclosed stone castles. We have no idea what the castle looked like at this time, as endless wars and rebuilding have erased all the original traces. Between 1174 and 1186 the castle was held by Henry II of England, at a time when the Scottish King, William the Lion, was a prisoner south of the border.


In 1296, during the First War of Independence, Edward I of England subjected the castle to bombardment by ballista and trebuchet (stone-throwing catapults). The garrison surrendered after three days. The records and the movable treasure were taken to London, and an English garrison of more than 300 men was installed. The castle was rebuilt in stone by Edward’s master masons, fresh from constructing a ring of fortresses around Wales for ‘The Hammer’, as Edward was known.


COMMANDO RAID BY NIGHT


Edinburgh Castle remained in English hands for eighteen years. But from 1310 onwards a Scottish warrior-aristocrat, Robert the Bruce, waged a successful guerrilla war against the occupation, taking English-held castle after castle. On the night of 14 March 1314, Thomas Randolph, the 1st Earl of Moray and Bruce’s nephew, led thirty men on an ascent up the ‘impregnable’ north cliff of Castle Rock. Guided by a turncoat member of the garrison, William Francis, the attack took the defenders by surprise, and the castle was once again in Scottish hands. The Scots did not have enough forces to man it, however, and so Bruce ordered the castle to be demolished, thus denying it to the enemy. The only structure that survived the destruction was St Margaret’s Chapel, which remains as the oldest building in Edinburgh. Three months after Randolph’s commando raid, Bruce defeated the forces of Edward II at the Battle of Bannockburn, thus expelling the English for another two decades.


THE ENGLISH INVADE (AGAIN)


In 1335 Edward III of England decided that a major invasion of Scotland was required. In this he was assisted by a group of Scottish aristocrats who had lost their estates to Robert the Bruce. As with most conflicts of the period, there were no ‘good guys’ or ‘bad guys’, no easily spotted heroes and villains – Bruce and the disinherited Scottish nobles had been engaged in a vicious power struggle for years, and the former got the good press simply because he was the winner. His minor misdemeanours – such as stabbing to death one of his rivals in a church, a violation of holy sanctuary – were generally edited out of the propaganda. But now Bruce was dead, his pre-teen son David II was on the throne, and the sons of the Scots who had suffered under Bruce wanted revenge (and their profitable estates back). All of which suited Edward III down to the ground.


THE MERCENARIES ARRIVE


Edward and his Scottish allies marched as far north as Perth, meeting little opposition. Meanwhile, a different group of ambitious knights disembarked at Berwick, looking for some action. Their leader was Guy, the Count of Namur, a tiny Flemish state in what is now Holland. Namur had always had to play power-politics with its more powerful neighbours, and technically was a client state of France – Edward’s invasion was not Guy’s war. But this was the age of knightly chivalry, and Guy was a twenty-three-year-old in search of adventure and excitement. He formally swore allegiance to the English king, and headed for the heat of the battle with around 100 knights dressed in their full armour, equipped with splendid warhorses and carrying pennants and lances. Accompanied by perhaps another 200 archers and men-at-arms, the force set forth to link up with Edward’s army further to the north.
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A medieval knight in armour. (From Chambers’s Encyclopaedia, 1888-1892)


Guy’s armoured column was moving through unknown territory in a foreign land. They were probably shadowed from the moment they landed. Somewhere south of Edinburgh, they were ambushed by a party of Scottish knights and archers. The Flemings established a battle formation on the open space of the Burgh Muir south of Edinburgh, and carnage ensued, with bodies falling under sword, battle-axe, mace and arrow. The Scottish force was larger, but the disciplined Flemings fought fiercely. At one point Richard Shaw, a Scottish squire, was challenged to single combat by a Fleming in a closed helmet. Each killed the other – and when their armour was removed, in a true Hollywood epic moment, the Namur knight was found to be a woman.


The Flemings were slowly beaten back and retreated north into the city, some being cut down in fierce hand-to-hand combat in the narrow lanes of Friars’ Wynd and St Mary’s Wynd. Finally they reached the top of Castle Hill. But the castle itself had been demolished twenty years earlier. In a scene reminiscent of a Wild West movie, the desperate knights killed their injured and exhausted warhorses and created a semi-circular rampart of horseflesh among the ruins.


For the moment, they were safe. But they were also trapped. Lacking water, food and shelter, they spent a miserable night in the open, surrounded on all sides. The following day, 31 July, they surrendered. It was a capitulation under the rules of chivalry. The Flemings were all allowed to go free on payment of a ransom and swearing a promise that they would never again take up arms against the Scottish King David II. The leader of the Scottish force, John Randolph, the Earl of Moray, even personally escorted the Count towards the border, although this was not so much an act of chivalry as a recognition of the power of Guy’s political godfather, Philip VI, the King of France.
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A fanciful view of mounted warfare in the past. (Courtesy of the Thomas Fisher Rare Book Library, University of Toronto)


Guy embarked from Berwick and sailed to Perth, where he made homage to Edward III. Under the rules of chivalry, the promise given by Guy to Randolph could not be broken, and so the valorous Flemish knights were of no further use to Edward. Guy received a royal pension of 400 merks a year and a protection order was issued for the Flemings, allowing them to return home unmolested by any of the King’s subjects. In other words, Edward paid them off and quickly showed them the door.




THE BATTLE OF ROSLIN … THE TRUTH
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Another local fourteenth-century battle has entered contemporary patriotic folklore as a ‘David and Goliath’ story. According to the legend, at the Battle of Roslin on 24 February 1303, 8,000 poorly armed Scots defeated a better-equipped army of 30,000 English. In reality, the numbers involved were in the low hundreds, there were no infantry, and the two sides were equally matched in terms of equipment, knights, men-at-arms and archers. Propaganda and exaggeration are the handmaids of warfare.
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THE AFTERMATH


Guy of Namur lived less than a year after the Battle of the Burgh Muir, dying from wounds suffered during a tournament in Flanders. Randolph, the Earl of Moray, was captured in an English ambuscade near Jedburgh, and spent the next five years in prison. The Battle of Burgh Muir was a minor incident in the Second Scottish War of Independence, which continued for another two decades.


The Burgh Muir once extended for around 5 square miles, covering much of modern south Edinburgh, from Morningside to Dalkeith Road. We shall meet this former open space again and again in this book – as a quarantine refuge, as a place of plague burials, and as a site of execution and criminals’ graves. In 1867, a large number of skeletons were dug up at what is now Glengyle Terrace. These were probably the men (and one woman?) who died in the battle. There is no record of what happened to the horses.
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