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Introduction


Scottish geography is key to understanding Scottish history.


Occupying the northern third of mainland Britain, itself just 20 miles off the European land mass, Scotland has always been very far from cut off. Indeed it has mostly stood at a crossroads, regularly exposed to powerful influences from different directions.


From the Continent came early migrating people as well as technological and cultural revolutions – Stone Age, Bronze Age, Iron Age. Eventually there also came the Romans, who, after comprehensively colonizing southern Britain, also had a major impact further north. Although they never absorbed it into their empire, their presence had lasting military, political and economic consequences for Scotland’s future.


Off the west coast, meanwhile, the Hebrides, a chain of islands stretching most of the way to Ireland, provides another potentially vital link: this proved especially crucial to Scottish Christianity, with initial Roman influences transformed by Irish connections, and also to the early Kingdom of the Scots, the political precursor to Scotland, whose roots lay on the west coast in communities with extensive Irish ties. Equally important were the isles, inlets and beaches of the north and west, which proved so inviting to seaborne peoples in the Dark Ages, most notably the Norwegian Vikings who came in numbers in the 9th and 10th centuries – and often stayed.


The Anglo-Norman lords who came from England and France from the 11th century onwards again re-oriented Scotland in a new direction. A kingdom and a Church first established on Gaelic foundations began to lose its Celtic character. Feudal power based on land and lordship became crucial, as did a Church increasingly run on Continental lines. Most significantly, however, family ties and political connections across the Anglo-Scottish border, which might have seemed to be bringing the two kingdoms’ elites gradually together, eventually caused a disastrous rupture.


From the end of the 13th century onwards English kings ruthlessly exploited Scotland’s internal divisions and the untimely deaths of a succession of its rulers. For 200 years the Scots, led by heroes like Sir William Wallace and new royal dynasties like the Bruces and the Stewarts, were thus preoccupied with fighting English invaders and occupiers. What emerged in Scotland during the later Middle Ages was a reputation, not always deserved, for extreme violence, political instability and bitter factionalism. But the independent kingdom of the Scots survived nonetheless, eventually being touched by the European Renaissance, which saw Scottish kings to the fore in making their country widely known for its literature and architecture.


As elsewhere in Europe, the modern age in Scotland begins with the Reformation. This not only split the Continent into ideologically opposed camps but also divided many nations in two. For the Scots the divisiveness – encouraged by the strong ties of different groups to England, France, the Low Countries, Switzerland and Germany – was particularly disruptive. It cost Scotland another ruler in Mary, Queen of Scots, who tried to maintain Catholicism. It also handed power to the Protestant nobles and Protestant clergy in a dramatic internal revolution. When her Protestant son James VI also inherited the English throne in 1603, the situation became even more precarious: Anglo-Scottish relations, though both countries shared one ruler and had officially embraced the Reformation, were badly affected because the two kingdoms had actually adopted two different and mutually incompatible forms of Protestantism.


The result was a savage and unstable 17th century throughout Britain in general and for Scotland in particular. Conditions had deteriorated under James’s son Charles I, as his religious policies first provoked a rebellion among the Covenanters – radical Scottish Protestants – and then a civil war led by England’s Puritans. Charles literally lost his head as well as its crown to Puritan revolutionaries and Scotland lost its independence as their leader, Oliver Cromwell, invaded. The collapse of Cromwell’s republican regime and the Restoration of Charles II hardly helped mend fences inside Scotland. Indeed the old schisms remained. They quickly widened once more as the king tried to impose religious uniformity, culminating in the Killing Time of the 1680s during which the Scottish government and the Covenanters were effectively at war. The outcome was the deposition of James VII (James II of England), Charles II’s Catholic successor and brother, and his replacement across Britain in 1689 by the Protestant William of Orange.


By the 1690s other hard choices increasingly needed to be confronted. Across Britain a new system of parliamentary monarchy was emerging under William and then Queen Anne. England, for its part, was now a major commercial, colonial and military power. But Scotland manifestly was not. Famines, political disasters and a sense of national crisis increasingly gripped the Scottish elites, resulting, after much anxiety and frustration, in the Treaty of Union of 1707: in an epochal decision that was controversial at the time and remains so to this day, Scotland united with England to form the new state of Great Britain, trading sovereign independence for enhanced status, wealth and power.


This was not necessarily a bad deal, as things transpired, despite attempts by the old Catholic dynasty and its Jacobite supporters to foment rebellion in the first half of the 18th century. By 1800 Scotland was transformed. Agriculture, commerce and industry all flourished and a new-found political stability and religious toleration became established. The Scots were soon famed for their success in the British Empire, as entrepreneurs, explorers, administrators and soldiers, but also, in growing numbers, as settlers. They even acquired a formidable reputation for education, science and the arts: what later came to be called the Scottish Enlightenment made Edinburgh in particular an international centre of learning, literature and intellectual life.


The 19th century saw further developments in the same vein. Scots played a disproportionate role in Britain’s global dominance as both conquerors and colonizers. Scottish industry, especially in heavy engineering, also attained world leadership. But everything was clearly not well. Some felt that Scotland was losing its identity. Many worried justly about the social conditions generated in urban Scotland by rapid industrialization as well as about the effects of economic change in the Highlands. Radical politics and the rise of trade unionism were one response. Religious revivals, which produced the Free Church of Scotland, were another.


The country was particularly exposed to the international crises of the early 20th century. Scotland’s casualties in the Great War were disproportionately heavy and its economic position was quickly weakened by changing global conditions: social discontent and the rise of the Labour Party resulted. By the 1960s the decline of empire was also having a significant effect. As the Scots’ role in the UK was changing, a new form of political Nationalism slowly emerged, bent on restoring the country’s independence.


The late 20th century was a very difficult period indeed for the Scots. De-industrialization proved acutely painful, and, while Nationalism continued to grow and the influence of religion waned, the country diverged even more from the rest of Britain in its political behaviour. England was the powerbase of the Conservative governments of the 1980s and 1990s, but the Scots voted heavily against them and resentment inevitably grew to bursting point: Margaret Thatcher, rightly or wrongly, became the most vilified mainstream politician in modern Scottish history.


The Blair government’s election in 1997 led to ‘devolution’ – the restoration of a Scots Parliament in 1999 to determine internal Scottish affairs within the UK. Yet whether this had really resolved people’s deeper anxieties was uncertain. In particular, economic vulnerability and intractable social problems remained. By 2007 a Nationalist administration was in charge in Scotland and seven years later it demanded and was granted a public referendum on creating an independent Scottish state. This produced a clear outcome after a desperately divisive campaign, but not the one the Nationalists had wanted: Scotland would remain in the Union, though with further internal devolution promised.


The longer-term results of this decision – for Nationalism, for the UK and for the Scots’ place within it – were impossible to forecast in the immediate aftermath. The only certainty appeared to be that Scottish history would continue to be as unpredictable as ever.
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	This Complete Introduction from Teach Yourself® includes a number of special boxed features, which have been developed to help you understand the subject more quickly and remember it more effectively. Throughout the book, you will find these indicated by the following icons.
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The book includes concise quotes from other key sources. These will be useful for helping you understand different viewpoints on the subject, and they are fully referenced so that you can include them in essays if you are unable to get your hands on the source.
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The case study is a more in-depth introduction to a particular example. There is at least one in most chapters, and they will provide good material for essays and class discussions.
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The key ideas are highlighted throughout the book. If you only have half an hour to go before your exam, scanning through these would be a very good way of spending your time.
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The spotlight/nugget boxes give you some light-hearted additional information that will liven up your learning.
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The fact-check questions at the end of each chapter are designed to help you ensure that you have taken in the most important concepts from the chapter. If you find you are consistently getting several answers wrong, it may be worth trying to read more slowly, or taking notes as you go.
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The dig deeper boxes give you ways to explore topics in greater depth than we are able to go to in this introductory-level book.
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The land of the Scots
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Contours and contrasts


Scotland is a very small country – ‘wee’, as its inhabitants would say. And despite much local variation, there are really just two topographical zones in this, the northern third of the British mainland.


One, the Lowlands, roughly half by area, comprises the southern and eastern parts of Scotland. The Highlands, often called ‘the Highlands and Islands’ to reflect the substantial off-shore contribution, lie to the north and west of the Highland Boundary Fault, a geological feature which cuts Scotland in two between Arran on the west coast and Stonehaven on the east.


The stark contrast this produces, with a jagged landscape dominated by mountains and water beyond the Fault and a less dramatic mixture of rolling hills and low-lying coastal plains below it, has exercised a profound influence throughout history over the peoples of northern Britain.


In many ways we shall see, they still determine some of the most basic patterns of Scottish life today.


Highland heartland


In the far north and west, the Scottish Highlands possess the oldest landscapes anywhere in the British Isles.


Around 3,000 million years ago, the hard grey rocks that provide the beautiful but largely barren wildernesses of Wester Ross, Sutherland and the Isle of Lewis were first formed volcanically and then plunged deep into the planet’s crust. There they re-crystallized before finally being thrust upwards to form imposing mountain ranges.


So far back in time did this chain of events occur that Scotland, Britain and Europe were not yet even formed. Instead the Lewisian gneisses were uplifted in a part of the earth’s early surface that would subsequently be torn asunder, through the actions of plate tectonics, eventually arriving on opposite sides of a newly created Atlantic Ocean. Eroded over aeons of time, they formed a dramatic but unyielding surface which, with its endlessly varied rock formations and profusion of water features, is wonderful to look at but hard to tame. The generally thin and poor-quality soils that result, tilled only with difficulty, are shared with places now as distant from modern Scotland as Greenland and the eastern seaboard of Canada. But when emigrants from the North-West Highlands arrived on the North American coast after 1750, it was no accident that in Labrador and Nova Scotia the demanding landscape greeting them looked strangely like home and they decided to settle where they landed.


The historical consequences of other somewhat later geological processes are also still felt in Scotland. In certain northern and western districts, the gneisses were overlain with sandstone. A softer sedimentary rock produced by gradual compression of materials deposited by ancient rivers, its faster erosion created majestic outcrops, standing proud of the surrounding landscapes. The weirdly shaped mountains of Assynt and Torridon, a favourite playground of the climbers and hill-walkers who first became vital to the Highland economy in the late 19th century and remain crucial today, are the outstanding evidence of this process.


The remainder of the Highlands comprises either metamorphic rocks, chiefly schists and slates, created around 500 million years ago when the American and European plates closed, or granites, produced by subsequent vulcanism. As elsewhere in Europe, erosion, and in particular glaciation, has cost these formations most of their original height. But, reaching typically to 3,000-4,000 feet, they still lend the Highlands a ruggedly mountainous character – visually spectacular to 21st-century eyes, certainly, but historically difficult to traverse and in most places also economically challenging because resistant to arable cultivation and with few useful minerals to extract.


All along the west coast, the Inner and Outer Hebrides comprise offshore islands created by rising sea levels. On the adjacent mainland, deep clefts contain a mixture of tidal and freshwater ‘lochs’ (lakes), cut mainly by the scouring actions of immense, mile-deep glaciers in the Ice Ages. A crucial result is an abundance of welcoming beaches and easily accessible islands and bays and thus a historical receptiveness to ship-borne travellers. The Scots themselves, the founders of Scotland as a political entity, were an important early instance of a sea-going people exploiting this feature. Later it proved equally alluring to Viking raiders and colonists from Norway.


Lowland low-down


The Lowlands, despite the name, are not homogenous, their landscapes actually varying from mid-sized hills to coastal cliffs and sand dunes.
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Scots on the Rocks










Exceptionally diverse geology in an unusually compact geographical area eventually made Scotland central to the emergence of modern earth science. In the 1780s Edinburgh-born James Hutton, based on evidence like the local igneous formations, the granite Cairngorms and the uplifted and warped sedimentary folding exposed in the sea cliffs of Berwickshire, concluded that the earth’s surface must be the unimaginably ancient product of on-going natural processes. John Playfair and Sir Charles Lyell, both from Angus, made this interpretation the basis of 19th-century views of the planet. Sir Roderick Murchison from Ross-shire (a lunar crater is now named after him) identified and labelled several of the major geological periods in the earth’s history.
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In practice they divide into two broad areas. On the one hand there is a wide central valley – running from the Firths of Tay and Forth in the east to the Firth of Clyde in the west – sometimes called the Central Lowlands or just the Central Belt. On the other there are the southernmost parts of the Lowlands, from Galloway in the far south-west to Berwickshire in the far south-east, usually, from their proximity to England, known as the Borders, or else, because they are generally hilly, described as the Southern Uplands.
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‘Hence we are led to conclude, that the greater part of our land, if not the whole, had been produced by operations natural to this globe.’


James Hutton, The Theory of the Earth (1785)
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Even the Central Lowlands are remarkably diverse, however, and not completely flat. Mostly they are reasonably low-lying and dominated overall by three ‘firths’ (wide tidal river mouths), today home to three of the country’s four largest cities, each with significant ports – Glasgow, Edinburgh and Dundee. But there are numerous exceptions. These include the evidence of long-ago volcanic eruptions that give Edinburgh one of the world’s more visually arresting skylines and Stirling Castle the imposing rock from which historically it controlled access to northern Scotland. They also include the igneous rocks out of which Aberdeen (‘the granite city’), just beyond the Highland Boundary Fault, is substantially constructed.


Mainly lying on sedimentary materials, the Central Lowlands were reasonably open to human development. Not just continuous deforestation, drainage and arable farming but also widespread settlement and significant urbanization started in medieval times. The large quantities of accessible rock on or very near the surface explain the historical Scottish preference for building in natural stone not manufactured brick. Workable coal seams and iron ore deposits were also close by. It was upon these that world leadership in heavy engineering, and the emergence of Glasgow as the country’s largest city, would be based in the Victorian age. Later still, in the 1970s, Aberdeen would also boom as Europe’s oil capital on the back of huge offshore finds.


South of a line running approximately from Ballantrae on the west coast to Dunbar on the east – along the country’s second major geological fault – the Southern Uplands ensure another region of scant population, scattered towns and largely pastoral agriculture. Because it includes one of the narrowest points in mainland Britain, from the Solway Firth to the Berwickshire coast, this region also turned out to be convenient for the two kingdoms’ negotiators in the 13th century to fix the long-contested boundary between Scotland and England close to where it still lies today.


A climate or just weather?


Despite its exceptionally varied landscape, Scotland, again because of its limited size, enjoys little climatic range. Everywhere, despite a proverbial day-to-day unpredictability, it is generally mild and intermittently wet – albeit with more rainfall to the west and north, more sunshine in the east and more winter snow at altitude.


A ubiquitous feature, produced by moist Atlantic airflows encountering rising ground in proximity to water, is mist – whether the dense coastal fogs on the east coast in summer (known locally as ‘haar’) or the hillside vapours all year round, different forms of ‘Scotch mist’ help explain why this particular phrase has become metaphorical in the wider English language.


Scotland’s absence of meteorological extremes also explains the excellent joke that it really has ‘only two seasons’: ‘winter and July’. But this only makes it all the more intriguing that the Scots, like the English, talk so animatedly about something that lacks the real dramatic interest often found elsewhere in the world.


Over longer periods, however, climatic variations have been far greater. Tropical forests 300 million years ago laid down the rich coal deposits below the Central Lowlands that powered Scotland’s industrialization and the oil below the North Sea that is so important to the country today. Glaciation, most recently just 10,000 years ago, shaped the mountains and ‘glens’ (valleys) for which the Highlands in particular are famous. Along with the dense woodland of the Caledonian Forest that once covered much of post-glacial northern Britain, this topography, which long hindered travel and communication, increased the chances that the Highlands in particular would evolve a self-contained society and culture, distinct from the populations further south.


The historical consequences of much more recent climatic fluctuations have also been far-reaching, as historians have only recently begun to appreciate. The so-called ‘Medieval Warm Period’, when average annual temperatures peaked around 1 degree Celsius higher than in the 20th century, probably assisted the Viking incursions that transformed northern Britain. It has even been suggested that it made wine-production feasible in 12th-century Scotland and it certainly permitted the cultivation of crops 1,000 feet up in the Border hills – improbable nowadays. Conversely the ‘Little Ice Age’ that followed – its depths captured forever in paintings of winter fairs on the frozen Thames and in Holland as average 17th-century temperatures plunged to at least 2 degrees lower than now – played a major role in the disastrous Scottish harvests and famines of the period that finally helped bring about political and economic union with England.


Whatever else has shaped Scotland’s unique history, the combined effects of landscape and climate have certainly been very much to the fore.
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Fact check










  1  What divides Scotland from Arran to Stonehaven?


  a  River Clyde


  b  River Forth


  c  The Solway Firth


  d  The Highland Boundary fault


  2  Which part of Scotland is geologically oldest?


  a  The south-east


  b  The south-west


  c  The north-west


  d  The north-east


  3  Name ‘the granite city’


  a  Glasgow


  b  Aberdeen


  c  Dundee


  d  Edinburgh


  4  When did the ‘Little Ice Age’ bottom out?


  a  17th century


  b  14th century


  c  12th century


  d  8th century
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Dig Deeper










Richard Fortey, The Hidden Landscape (London, 1993).


G. Y. Craig, The Geology of Scotland (London, 1991).


[image: image]




2


Scotland before the Scots
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First footprints


Early human history in Scotland is shrouded in uncertainty. But about one crucial thing we can be sure: the first people there were certainly not the Scots.


The initial signs of mankind’s presence are actually the faint traces left by the migratory people who moved constantly across the landscape after the last Ice Age. One which dates to the Mesolithic era (the Middle Stone Age) was an encampment near modern Biggar which, significantly, lies close by both the Tweed and the Clyde, the major rivers of the Southern Uplands: digs in 2009 revealed a cache of flint tools for killing and butchering wild animals from around 8500 BC. Another structure, comprising hearths and a series of holes for timber wall-supports and dated to around 8400 BC, came to light in 2012 on the south bank of the Firth of Forth during preparatory excavations for the new Queensferry Crossing bridge.


A more extensive habitation from around 8500 BC, again indicated by post-holes as well as by some stone implements and discarded and carbonized hazelnut shells, was found in 2008 at Cramond, yet another well-connected waterside site, where the Almond enters the Forth. A mixture of animal bones, redundant seashells and tools found at Sand in Wester Ross and apparently from around 7500 BC also hints tantalizingly at Mesolithic hunter-gatherers fleetingly setting up camp in a prime coastal location.


Such small and mobile groups, however, whose physical impact on any location was necessarily both brief and comparatively slight, will always remain a fascinatingly elusive quarry for archaeologists.


Old stones, new stones


The advent of the Neolithic (the New Stone Age), which started around 4000 BC when a warming climate first encouraged the cultivation of crops in the previously inhospitable northern parts of Britain, is more easily traceable because of the more substantial structures for settled living that people now began to construct.


Early pottery items and other signs of an inhabited artificial island (known as a ‘crannog’) from around 3500 BC, for example, have been found at Eilean Dòmhnuill on the Hebridean island of North Uist. The cross-shaped standing stones (or ‘megaliths’) at Callanish on the Isle of Lewis, too, seem to date from this era, perhaps 2900 BC. But Neolithic culture, with its shift towards permanent living accommodation, is most brilliantly illuminated by the remarkable concentration of stone dwellings and other buildings in Orkney.


Two spectacular constructions stand out and now form the core of a UNESCO World Heritage Site. At Skara Brae on Mainland, the largest Orkney island, is the best-preserved group of Neolithic stone houses anywhere in northern Europe: built around 3100 BC, it comprises ten large buildings made of local flagstones. Nearby Maeshowe has a massive chambered stone cairn from around 2800 BC and a passage grave beneath a 24-foot high grass mound.


Archaeological evidence confirms that the people responsible for these complexes lived in farming communities, used grooved-ware pottery, kept domesticated sheep and cattle and grew cereals with success.


The arrival of metal


The Bronze Age, starting around 2000 BC in Scotland, saw the introduction of the mining, smelting and metalworking techniques that lends it its familiar archaeological label. As a result, while the large-scale physical evidence looks not dissimilar, the much smaller artefacts are quite different from the Neolithic.


These speak eloquently of greater wealth and a more sophisticated material culture. Nothing previously seen in northern Britain compares with the rich and varied artefacts in the Migdale Hoard – ranging from a bronze axe-head to jet buttons – found in 1900 near Bonar Bridge in Sutherland.
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Key idea: Hoards










Hoards have provided some of the most outstanding archaeological finds of modern times. They were probably made on purpose when valuable items were buried either by their owners as a security measure, especially in times of danger and instability, or perhaps by a thief hoping to hide them until it was safe to handle them. The goods, however, were never recovered, because their creator had died or even because their precise position could not be re-located.
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By about 700 BC the Iron Age had reached northern Britain, further extending the range and quality of metalware available in everyday life as well as for ceremonial use. But this did not simply mean iron: indeed, the unearthing in 2009 of four gold torcs (neck-rings) in a field at Blair Drummond in Stirlingshire, with a mixture of Scottish, Irish and southern French origins, was another reminder of the widening cultural networks and greater material sophistication this period brought.


More typically, however, the Iron Age was associated with increasingly elaborate social and economic arrangements in everyday life. There is also more evidence of fortified settlements and dry-stone ‘brochs’.
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Key idea: Broch










‘Brochs’ (a modern name derived from Scots ‘brough’, meaning fort) were defensive structures intended to protect people and livestock, often at strategic locations where communities might have felt especially threatened. Outstanding surviving examples are at Glenelg in western Inverness-shire and at Mousa on Shetland.
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This perhaps implies the emergence of better-defined Celtic tribal identities like the Votadini, whose ramparted fortress at Traprain Law to the east of Edinburgh is the period’s outstanding large-scale structure. Less attractively it probably also indicates the emergence of powerful political forces and wider scope for conflict.


They came, they saw, they conquered


The Romans’ earliest contacts with Scotland, bringing down the curtain on the Iron Age, were a decisive phase, not least because they generated the first written accounts of Scotland and its Celtic peoples. In this sense Scottish history only really begins once Latin authors start to write about a country which, referring especially to the dense forests beyond the Tay, they gave its oldest surviving name: it was the naturalist Pliny the Elder who around AD 77 first described what he called silva Caledonia (‘the woods of Caledonia’).


The first identifiable individual from Scotland had also only just emerged from the very edge of the world as known to Rome, an unnamed Orkney ruler who joined other British leaders in submitting to the Emperor’s overlordship at Colchester in AD 43. It is probably best to think of this man as representing the increasingly well-developed tribal power structures through which Iron Age society in northern Britain organized itself. It also suggests that even in the far north some people knew about – and could participate in – transformational developments at the other end of their island.


Not until the campaigns beginning in AD 71, however, did the Romans themselves venture properly into Scotland itself. But in that year Quintus Petillius Cerialis, provincial governor of Britannia, sent the legions northwards. Quickly establishing relations with the Votadini, who became reliable allies, and subduing the neighbouring Selgovae on the Solway coast, the Romans soon encountered those whom they now knew as Caledonii.


It was 30,000 Caledonian warriors, led by one Calgacus, whom Roman forces, under the new governor Agricola, are said to have routed in the famous Battle of Mons Graupius in AD 83 or 84.
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Mons Graupius










Much fun has been had in the fruitless attempt to find Mons Graupius. In the absence of archaeological finds suggesting a lost ancient battlefield, the arguments are based on the likely routes for an invading expeditionary force moving into the Caledonii’s territory from the south, the pattern of known Roman army encampments across central and north-eastern Scotland and the proximity of appropriately mountainous landscapes of the sort described by Tacitus, whose account provides us with our only information about the battle. A complicating factor is Tacitus’s claim that Agricola sent a naval force in advance to harry his opponents before engaging them with his legionaries, a detail which implies a site not far from salt water. Plausible contenders include Bennachie in Aberdeenshire, Hill of Megray in Kincardineshire, the Gask Ridge in Perthshire, and as far away as Sutherland and/or Caithness. Troublingly, it has even been proposed that this great triumph of Roman arms never happened and was simply invented by Tacitus in order to burnish the military reputation of Agricola, his politically ambitious father-in-law.
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The Romans’ subsequent grip on northern Britain, however, despite Mons Graupius, was neither continuous nor comprehensive. Moreover, given the costly infrastructure and manpower required for full colonization and the obvious harshness and limited economic potential of much of the landscape, with its extensive mountains and forests, it may well be that not even attempting to incorporate it permanently into the Empire was simply a sensible practical judgement.
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‘He [Agricola] sent his fleet ahead to plunder at various points and thus spread uncertainty and terror, and, with an army marching light, which he had reinforced with the bravest of the Britons and those whose loyalty had been proved during a long peace, reached the Graupian Mountain, which he found occupied by the enemy.’


Tacitus, Agricola (c. AD 98)
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Yet under successive dynasties, notably the Antonine emperors in the early 2nd century and again under Septimus Severus early in the 3rd, Scotland was still subjected to repeated Roman incursions, re-garrisoning and at least partial occupation. This is why, although modern Scots pride themselves on their country never having been formally colonized by Rome, the familiar signs of Roman military power are nonetheless highly visible in the landscape.


Most strikingly, there are the walls – not just Hadrian’s, mainly in stone, built after AD 122, that runs from the Solway to near Newcastle and delineates what was then the northern frontier of Britannia, but also the less well-known Antonine Wall, from around AD 139, comprising a ditch and embankment that marks, defends and controls a more ambitious boundary at Scotland’s narrowest point, between the Firths of Clyde and Forth. There are in addition the characteristic roads, especially Dere Street, running from York to near Falkirk, and several others in the Borders and Central Lowlands.


Imperial authority was also expressed through the building of at least 150 marching camps like the example at Thomshill in Moray or the group of 6 at Ardoch in Perthshire as well as more than 50 full-scale legionary fortresses such as Trimontium near Melrose and Cawdor in Inverness-shire. Excavations have shown that Roman engineers often modified these facilities at different times – hinting at repeated use over longer periods.


The Romans, however, clearly brought more than imposing infrastructure. Many of their coins have been found in Scotland. So have a vast array of other artefacts, ranging from elaborate brooches to scrap metal hoards. Archaeological evidence from locations with a nearby Roman presence, like East Coldoch in Stirlingshire, also indicates that bread made from locally-produced wheat had become a staple food in native communities while elsewhere the Romans began the cultivation of walnuts and sweet chestnuts and introduced the consumption of figs (whose seeds have been found in excavations along the Antonine Wall), dates, olives, almonds, ginger, cinnamon and pine nuts to northern Britain.


All of this suggests that when they were present the incomers actually co-existed productively and peacefully most of the time with the indigenous Celtic peoples.


Painted people?


A further consequence of extensive contact with Roman power was probably the forging of certain native communities into more substantial and coherent political entities.


This may have been especially important after the last major occupation in the 3rd century. For Severus’s army left behind a land whose southernmost regions remained in the hands of familiar Celtic tribes like the Votadini but the rest of which was dominated by a confederation of peoples probably brought together in part by the long-term pressure exerted by Rome. Intriguingly, the Romans themselves also began describing this larger grouping in a new way – as the Picts.
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Key idea: Picts










The Picts are one of the great mysteries of Scottish history. The name, from the Latin pingere ‘to paint’, which first crops up with the Roman writer Eumenius in AD 297, was seemingly a nickname given by the legionaries to northern Britons who often decorated themselves with tattoos or dyes. What the Picts actually called themselves is unknown. Nor can we even be sure when or how they began to see themselves as a single people.
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There are several things we can say with confidence about the Picts. One is that they too were Celts, almost certainly those previously labelled Caledonii, who lived beyond the Forth and the Clyde and who were therefore less well known to the Romans. Another is that, like all other native Britons, and although Pictish itself is now largely lost, they clearly spoke a Brythonic tongue (sometimes called a P-Celtic language) not dissimilar to that of the Votadini and the Selgovae.


Most importantly, it is obvious that the Picts had evolved a sophisticated artistic culture, albeit one that operated within relatively narrow confines. For they have left us some marvellous standing stones decorated with complex Celtic symbols and evocative pictures of people and animals, such as the Dupplin cross from Perthshire and the Aberlemno cross-slab from Angus, as well as gold and silver jewellery, like that found at Norrie’s Law in Fife in the early 19th century. Surprisingly, however, for a population whose military prowess fires the imaginations of some modern Scots, not a single complete Pictish sword, helmet or shield is currently known. Nor, even more interestingly for a settled farming people, are there many ordinary domestic artefacts.


The easiest way of confirming the Picts’ one-time presence is simply to look for modern placenames beginning with ‘Pit-’ (probably Pictish for something like ‘piece of land’) such as Pitlochry, Pitsligo and Pitlessie, particularly densely congregated in north-eastern Scotland. In search of the Picts’ detailed history, however, we have only the contemporary observations of Irish, Welsh and English writers, above all Bede in the early 8th-century Ecclesiastical History of the English People, as well as certain much later Scottish material, usually written by people whose own cultures had challenged and then eventually obliterated Pictish civilization.


Nevertheless, these sources do confirm that by the 5th century the most powerful Pictish political structure was a kingdom known as Fortriu. Almost certainly focused on Moray and Easter Ross (though it was long believed to centre on Strathearn in Perthshire and on Angus), it also extended its influence as far south as the Forth. While there has been a convention of regarding Fortriu as synonymous with what some historians now call Pictland (or Pictavia), there were clearly also some other smaller Pictish kingdoms in a dependent relationship with Fortriu, among them Fib in modern Fife, Cait in Caithness and Circinn in Angus.


The Angles’ angle


Although the Picts were undoubtedly the leading political presence across most of the immediate post-Roman Dark Ages in northern Britain, other peoples also exercised an influence that would extend far into the future.


One were the English, or, to give them their early name, the Angles, who invaded mainland Britain from the Continent in the 5th century. By the mid-7th their territories included all those parts of modern south-east Scotland up to the Forth – the former territory of the Votadini, now transformed into the Anglian kingdom of Bernicia – as well as modern England as far south as the Humber.


Edinburgh itself, then a small fortified settlement close to the Forth, was very much part of this emerging English domain: its original name, inherited from its previous Celtic rulers, was Din Eidyn (probably Brythonic for ‘the hill fort of the sloping ridge’).
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Key idea: English in Scotland










The Anglian advance to the Forth in the 5th and 6th centuries was profoundly important for Scotland’s future character. Above all the Bernician period ensured the early and permanent use of a form of the English language (called ‘Inglis’ before 1500 but eventually, and confusingly, re-named ‘Scots’) in Berwickshire and the Lothians and therefore in the districts where the Scottish kingdom’s political and cultural centre of gravity later became fixed.
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This English encroachment, however, did not go unchecked. Indeed there was intermittent conflict between the Angles and the different Celtic groups whom their expansionism threatened. One such encounter forms the dramatic subject of Y Gododdin, a poem about a battle fought at ‘Catraeth’ (probably Catterick in Yorkshire) around AD 600. This work, whose title is believed to preserve the Brythonic name by which the people called the Votadini by the Romans were actually known to themselves, is today recognized as a major early work of Welsh literature – the modern inhabitants of Wales being the principal inheritors of the largely lost native Brythonic-speaking culture that once dominated mainland Britain.


A larger-scale Anglo-Celtic confrontation, of more far-reaching significance for Britain’s future, is described in some detail by Bede and confirmed by Irish and Welsh sources. This time dateable with extraordinary precision to Saturday 20 May 685, it took place at somewhere afterwards known in English as Nechtansmere (‘Nechtan’s lake’), perhaps near modern Dunachton (originally ‘Dun Nechtan’ or ‘Nechtan’s hill-fort’) in Moray. Here, the Picts, led by King Bruide, inflicted a crushing defeat on the previously all-conquering Ecgfrith, king of the powerful Anglo-Saxon kingdom of Northumbria, of which Bernicia had come to form one part. Ecgfrith himself fell in the battle.
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‘… rashly leading his army to ravage the province of the Picts, much against the advice of his friends, … the enemy made show as if they fled, and the king [Ecgfrith] was drawn into the straits of inaccessible mountains, and slain with the greatest part of his forces, on the 20th of May, in the fortieth year of his age, and the fifteenth of his reign.’


Bede, Ecclesiastical History of the English People (731)
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This decisive Dark Age Armageddon seems effectively to have freed the Picts from the threat of subservience to the Northumbrians. It allowed them to reinforce their own influence at least as far south as the Tay. At the same time it dealt a severe blow to English hopes north of the Forth. If Scotland as we know it had not one but several moments of birth – or at least identifiable points when the eventual emergence of a distinct kingdom and national identity in northern Britain became likely – then Nechtansmere has to be numbered among them.


Celtic connections


A further important Celtic people clearly operating independently of the Pictish hegemony were those who developed the kingdom of Alt Clut, later known as Strathclyde.


Speaking Cumbric, another now-extinct Brythonic language, the people of Alt Clut, like their neighbours the Votadini, had been much affected by a long and probably overwhelmingly fruitful relationship with the Romans. Indeed it is likely that many of them were simply the people previously described by Latin sources as the Selgovae.


Alt Clut’s political authority extended down into what is now Cumbria in modern northern England. Yet its core territory stretched from Galloway in the far south-west of Scotland up towards the Firth of Clyde in the north. On the northern shore of the latter a fortress at Dumbarton, built on another of the Central Lowlands’ imposing volcanic plugs, emerged as its main stronghold – hence the kingdom’s name (Alt Clut being Cumbric for ‘rock of the Clyde’).
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Arthur – Scottish national hero?










By the 13th century King Arthur was a potent English icon, used by the Kings of England, his self-declared successors, to claim sovereignty over all of mainland Britain. Yet if Arthur’s story has any genuine historical roots they lie among the Brythonic-speakers fighting the relentless Anglo-Saxon expansion of the 5th and early 6th centuries. This is why the earliest references to Arthur and his many battles are not English at all but come from Celtic sources (Y Gododdin mentions Arthur at the turn of the 7th century, with more details coming from the Welsh monk and historian Nennius in the early 9th). Intriguingly, a number of sites with evocative Arthurian connections dot southern Scotland’s landscape, once defended from Northumbrian invasion by Alt Clut and the Votadini – notably Merlin’s grave at Drumelzier in Berwickshire, Arthur’s Seat in Edinburgh and Arthur’s reputed resting place in the Eildon Hills in Roxburghshire. Just conceivably, then, this eventual symbol of aggressive English imperialism across Britain began as one of its die-hard Celtic opponents in Scotland.
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Crucially it was in Alt Clut that something else of immense long-term significance probably happened. This was the building of the first church in Scotland.


The coming of the cross


The best-known story of how Christianity arrived in Scotland remains present – and still important to many – in the public imagination. This gives pride of place to St Columba, an Irish missionary of royal stock who after 563, working from the Hebridean island of Iona, today the principal pilgrimage destination for Scottish Christians, ministered to the pagan inhabitants of Pictland.


In a nation that has for centuries defined itself mostly by not being part of England, and which in more recent times has become increasingly proud of its affinities with other Celtic peoples, particularly the Irish, the significance accorded to this determined and visionary figure from Donegal is understandable. Yet Christianity in Scotland almost certainly pre-dates Columba.


To start with, the far west had longstanding cultural ties with Ireland, which had known Christianity even before the missions of Palladius and St Patrick in the early 430s. Roman cultural influence in northern Britain must also have been a factor: there were Christians in southern Britain in the mid-2nd century and bishops at London and York by 314. Meanwhile, tradition has always maintained that it was at Whithorn in Galloway that the Candida Casa (Latin for ‘white house’, constructed of light-coloured stone), the very first Christian building in what later became Scotland, was erected in 397.


This was reputedly the creation of St Ninian, a British-born bishop about whom no fact is certain but who is said to have been inspired, like Patrick, by experiencing Christianity in France and then studying at Rome. Whithorn duly became a pilgrimage destination, revered by medieval Scots as a place of special sacred significance. And even nearly a millennium and a half later, when Pope Benedict XVI came to Scotland in 2010 for only the second-ever visit by an incumbent pontiff, it was, significantly, on 16 September, the Feast Day of St Ninian, that he chose to arrive in the country.
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‘…for the southern Picts, who dwell on this side of those mountains, had long before, as is reported, forsaken the errors of idolatry, and embraced the truth, by the preaching of Ninian, a most reverend bishop and holy man of the British nation.’


Bede, Ecclesiastical History of the English People (731)
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The survival of Alt Clut, like the Pictish society to the north, despite the power and ambitions of the Angles, had confirmed at least one thing: these Celtic peoples’ futures did not lie simply as an integral part of an English-dominated confederation across mainland Britain. But which of the competing groups occupying the diverse terrain between the Southern Uplands and the Pentland Firth would eventually place their own stamp on this landscape as a whole?


As things turned out, the answer lay in the far west, among the islands and along the jagged coastline. Here there existed yet another culturally distinct population, chiefly notably for the fact that, though they too were Celts, they did not speak a Brythonic, or P-Celtic, tongue. Instead they used Gaelic, a Goidelic or Q-Celtic language like that which dominated in Ireland. Obscure and peripheral though these people might have appeared at the time to Pictish or to Anglo-Saxon eyes, they would eventually lend their name to the whole of northern Britain: they were the Scots.
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Fact check










  1  When did Scotland’s first traceable inhabitants emerge?


  a  The Bronze Age


  b  The Iron Age


  c  The Mesolithic era


  d  The Roman period


  2  What was a ‘broch’?


  a  a precious item


  b  an Iron Age fort


  c  a tribal gathering


  d  a battle


  3  Which Roman author identified the ‘woods of Caledonia’?


  a  Pliny the Elder


  b  Cicero


  c  Julius Caesar


  d  Tacitus


  4  When was the battle of Mons Graupius?


  a  AD 43


  b  AD 71


  c  AD 83 or 84


  d  AD 122


  5  What does the name ‘Pict’ mean?


  a  Northerner


  b  Warrior


  c  Town-dweller


  d  Painted person


  6  Name the Anglo-Saxon kingdom in what is now south-east Scotland


  a  Wessex


  b  Mercia


  c  Bernicia


  d  East Anglia


  7  Who brought Christianity to southern Scotland?


  a  St Andrew


  b  St Ninian


  c  St Patrick


  d  St Martin
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Dig Deeper










Patrick Ashmore, Neolithic and Bronze Age Scotland (London, 1996).


Caroline Wickham, Scotland’s First Settlers (London, 1994).


David Breeze, Roman Scotland (London, 1996).


Sally Foster, Picts, Gaels and Scots (London, 1996).


Chris Lowe, Angels, Fools and Tyrants: The Britons and Anglo-Saxons in Southern Scotland (Edinburgh, 1999).
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The Scots and the birth of Scotland
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Migrants or natives?


The Scots first began to attract attention and specific comment from other people around the end of the Roman period. Why they did so, however, and in what circumstances, remains unclear.


If the traditional story of the Scots’ original 5th-century arrival as emigrants from Ireland is to be believed, they would at first perhaps have been more interested in raiding and exploring this potential new country than in settling and exploiting it. But, finding their initial experiences agreeable and profitable, they would soon have realized the benefit of coming in greater numbers and putting down roots. Mass exodus from northern Ireland to the Scottish coast would then presumably have followed in reasonably short order.
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‘In process of time, Britain, besides the Britons and the Picts, received a third nation, the Scots, who, migrating from Ireland under their leader Reuda, either by fair means or by force of arms, secured to themselves those settlements among the Picts which they still possess.’
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