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Meet the author





Welcome to Understand Scottish History!




History is about all aspects of the past as it has been experienced by human beings. But it is also about seeking to understand previous events. Analysis and explanation rather than simply description is therefore essential: historians ask why things happened as they did and want to know what the implications turned out to be.


In Understand Scottish History, we’ll be looking in this way at one country’s past. Scotland, however, is not just any old country. Certainly it is old – very old, in fact. And it has not always been a single country. The gradual emergence of Scotland as a nation, and its continued survival in the face of severe internal and external threats, is an important thread throughout much of the Scottish story.


But the human occupants of the country we now know as Scotland have had a truly remarkable past. Some parts of it are fantastically well-documented, as befits a people who have had a major impact on the rest of Britain, Europe and the world. Other parts, especially in the earliest times, are now bafflingly obscure, wrapped in legend and penetrable, if at all, only with great difficulty.


As a professional historian with a particular focus on Scotland, I want to introduce you to this complex and fascinating story. In just 15 chapters, we’ll travel from the country’s first geological beginnings to its peculiar social and political problems in the early 21st century.


I hope you’ll enjoy the journey.











1: In one minute


Scotland’s small size belies a history of unrivalled colour and richness. Few small countries have also had such an impact on the wider world. 

Much of Scotland’s history has been dominated by a remarkably varied landscape and even more varied human settlement. The Highlands and Lowlands in particular have long produced contrasting cultures and politics. 

A succession of occupants, invaders and immigrants, often in conflict with one another, have had profound effects too: Celts, Britons, Romans, Picts, Angles, Scots, Vikings, Normans, Irish, English, Chinese, Pakistanis and Poles – all have left, and some are still leaving, their distinctive marks. 

A dominant feature of Scottish existence, shaping politics, internal organization and even the self-image and identity of the population, has been the experience of living beyond the reach of those who have dominated the British mainland’s southern and more prosperous regions. 

The Romans, in never properly subduing Scotland, ensured that the ancient Caledonians and Picts would develop in their own way. Later and for far longer, the English, as near neighbours, one-time invaders and present political partners, have similarly exerted a powerful influence, usually unintentionally. Over many centuries, to be Scottish has primarily meant not being English. And Scotland’s distinctiveness, in not being like England, matters more to its people than almost anything else. 

Heroic achievements have also marked out Scottish history. Those who fought successfully against English encroachment – Sir William Wallace and Robert the Bruce – are remembered still as patriots. But even Scotland’s great losers – Macbeth, Bonnie Prince Charlie and Mary, Queen of Scots – have striking dramatic allure. 

The Scots, however, have been as prominent in the arts of peace: writers like Sir Walter Scott and Robert Burns, scientists and engineers like Lord Kelvin and James Watt, and philosophers and economists like David Hume and Adam Smith, achieved and still retain world renown. Vast numbers of Scottish emigrants and empire-builders, meanwhile, helped shape countries like Canada, Australia, India and the United States. 

Scottish history is in this sense a part of everyone’s history.
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Scotland before the Scots

In this chapter you will learn:


	about the earliest inhabitants of the land that became Scotland

	about the coming of Christianity and the invasions of the Vikings

	how Scotland came into existence during the ninth century.




First footprints

The earliest people in Scotland were certainly not the Scots.

The very first evidence of a human presence is actually given by the frustratingly faint signs left by what must only have been temporary encampments. One was set up near modern Biggar, a town in the Borders that, probably significantly, lies by the Tweed and the Clyde, two major rivers rising in the Southern Uplands: excavations in 2009 revealed a cache of flint tools for killing and butchering wild animals from around 8500 BC. A more extensive contemporary habitation, indicated by the stake-holes of a raised structure as well as by some stone implements and discarded and carbonized hazelnut shells, was found in 2008 at Cramond, again a riverside site, where the Almond meets the Forth above Edinburgh. A mixture of animal bones, redundant sea shells and tools found at Sand in Wester Ross and apparently from around 7500 BC also hints tantalizingly at a group of Mesolithic people fleetingly setting up camp. Such hunter-gatherers, with their migratory lifestyle and still-limited impact on the land, are always likely to remain a fascinatingly elusive quarry for archaeologists.



Insight: Contours and contrasts

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

 

One, the Lowlands, roughly half of Scotland by area, comprises the southern and eastern parts of the country.

 

The Highlands, meanwhile, often called the Highlands and Islands to reflect a substantial off-shore component, lie to the north and west.

 

This fundamental division produces a stark contrast, with a jagged landscape dominated by mountains and water on one side of the underlying geological feature known as the Highland Boundary Fault, and a less dramatic mixture of rolling hills and low-lying plains on the other, with the Central Lowlands running directly from east coast to west. The resulting topographical and environmental contrasts have exercised a profound influence throughout human history over the peoples of northern Britain.






Old stones, new stones

The advent of the Neolithic, however, is much more impressively documented, because of the substantial structures that people were now starting to construct.

Neolithic culture in Scotland generated some of the earliest permanent habitations for which evidence survives. It is most brilliantly illuminated by the remarkable concentration of stone dwellings and other substantial structures 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 at Maeshowe is a massive chambered stone cairn and a passage grave beneath a 24-foot high grass mound. Archaeological evidence confirms that the people responsible for these complexes lived in a farming community, used grooved-ware pottery, regularly herded domesticated sheep and cattle and grew wheat and barley with great success.




The arrival of metal

The Bronze Age, which in Scotland started around 2000 BC, was in some ways not a revolutionary departure from the Neolithic, notwithstanding the introduction of mining, smelting and metalworking techniques that lends it its familiar archaeological label. In particular, the large-scale physical evidence looks not dissimilar to what had already been seen in Scotland for thousands of years. It is the much smaller artefacts, however, that are more obviously different. These speak eloquently of the period’s greater wealth and more sophisticated material culture. Nothing previously seen compares with the rich, varied and skilful artefacts in the Migdale Hoard, found near Bonar Bridge in Sutherland.

By about 700 BC, Scotland’s inhabitants had already entered the Iron Age. As the name suggests, this extended 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 in Stirlingshire, items with an obviously Mediterranean provenance, was another reminder of the widening cultural networks, and the material sophistication, that this period brought to Scotland.

More typically, however, the Iron Age was associated with increasingly elaborate social and economic arrangements in everyday life.

We certainly find more evidence of fortified settlements and other defensive structures (such as the drystone ‘brochs’ that sprang up at hundreds of locations). This perhaps implies the emergence of better-defined tribal identities like the Votadini, whose ramparted fortress at Traprain Law to the east of Edinburgh is the period’s outstanding monument, and, less attractively, more scope for inter-communal tensions.




They came, they saw, they conquered

The first Roman penetration of Scotland, conventionally bringing down the curtain on the Iron Age, was by any standards a decisive moment, not least because the Romans finally provide us with the earliest descriptions of Scotland and its inhabitants. In this sense Scottish history only gets properly underway once Roman authors begin writing about a country to which, when referring to its northern parts, they also gave its first recorded name: Caledonia.

The first identifiable individual from Scotland – the first Caledonian, so to speak – is an unnamed king of Orkney who joined other British leaders in submitting to the Emperor’s overlordship at Colchester, following the Romans’ arrival in England in AD 43. It is probably best to think of him as representing the increasingly well-developed power structures through which Iron Age society had already organized itself along tribal and geographical lines. It certainly suggests that even in the far north, political leaders already knew about – and could participate in – transformational developments at the opposite end of their island.

Not until the protracted series of campaigns beginning in AD 71, however, did the Romans probably venture into Scotland itself. But in that year Quintus Pettilius Cerialis, provincial governor of Britannia, sent his legions northwards.

Quickly establishing relations with the Votadini (who became reliable allies) and subduing the neighbouring Selgovae, the tribe occupying the coastal region along the Solway, the Romans soon confronted the Caledonii, who inhabited Britain north of the Tay. It was 30,000 warriors of this stubborn people that the legions, under the new governor Agricola, routed in the famous Battle of Mons Graupius in the summer of AD 84.



Insight: The lost victory

Much fun has been had in the fruitless attempt to locate Mons Graupius. In the absence of archaeological finds indicating a misplaced ancient battlefield, the arguments are based on likely routes for invading armies, the pattern of known Roman encampments and the presence of appropriately mountainous topography. Contenders include Bennachie and Megray Hill, both in Aberdeenshire, the Gask Ridge in Perthshire, and as far away as Sutherland and/or Caithness. Troublingly, it has even been proposed that this great triumph was invented by Tacitus to burnish the reputation of his politically ambitious father-in-law Agricola.



Despite this comprehensive military victory, the Romans’ grip on Scotland was neither firm nor comprehensive. Moreover, given the complex tribal politics, the costly infrastructure and manpower permanent occupation would have required and the obvious harshness and limited agricultural value of the country, it may well be that the Romans were wise indeed in their periodic retreats to the comfort and safety of the south.

Yet under successive dynasties, notably the Antonines in the early second century and again under Septimus Severus early in the third, Scotland was nevertheless subjected to renewed Roman incursions, re-garrisoning and at least partial occupation, which in each case must have lasted for many years at a time. This is why, although modern Scots pride themselves on their country never having been conquered, the familiar signs of Roman military power remain visible in the landscape of central and southern Scotland.

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

Imperial authority was also expressed across the southern half of the country through the building of more than 150 army encampments, many of them recently revealed by archaeologists to have been more than once re-engineered – a fact which in itself suggests continuing strategic usefulness over time.

The Romans, however, clearly brought more than raw military might. Large numbers of their coins have also been found. So have a vast array of other artefacts, ranging from elaborate brooches to scrap metal hoards. This strongly suggests that Romans and natives co-existed peacefully, trading and interacting regularly, for much of the time.

Archaeological evidence from places like southern Perthshire even confirms that wheat was being cultivated immediately after the first Roman invasion. Agricultural output as a whole also increased. This in turn implies not just a growing population but also an expanding economy and relatively settled conditions at precisely the times and places the Romans were present.



Insight: Nailing the Ninth

Some claim that, in a doomed attempt to pacify the Caledonians around AD 117, the Romans lost the famous IXth Legion (Hispana). Most recently as the subject of the Hollywood film The Eagle (2011), this claim is based on a mixture of error and wishful thinking. Archaeological evidence places the IXth on the Rhine in 121. And though it disappears from records before 200, if it did indeed meet a violent end (which is mere speculation) better hypothetical cases exist for known campaigns in Palestine from 132 or the Danube in 162. There is no evidence at all, despite what some Scots now want to believe, that the cream of Rome’s army was annihilated by their country’s ferocious, freedom-loving ancient inhabitants.



Roman influence probably even helped forge Scotland’s native tribal groupings into larger and more structured political entities. This was especially important after the last major occupation early in the third century AD. Retreating once more behind Hadrian’s Wall, Severus’s army left a country whose southernmost regions remained in the hands of the familiar old tribal societies but the rest of which was controlled by a substantial confederation of natives brought together in part by the long-term presence of the Romans. The latter also began describing these people in a new and intriguing way – as the Picts.




Painted people?

The Picts are one of the great mysteries in Scottish history. Even their name, from the Latin pingere ‘to paint’, which first crops up in the Roman writer Eumenius in AD 297, may simply have been a nickname awarded by the legionaries to slightly eccentric northern neighbours who often decorated themselves with tattoos or dyes. What the Picts actually called themselves is a puzzle. Nor can we even be sure when or how they began to recognize themselves as a single, coherent people.

About a number of things we can nevertheless be reasonably confident. First, ‘Pict’ was a name given to people, many of them previously known as Caledonii, who had long inhabited Scotland to the north of those regions periodically occupied by the Romans. Second, the Picts were a Celtic people. As a result, their Brythonic language was probably rather like that of more southerly tribes, such as the Votadini – subsequently known in their own tongue as the Goddodin – with whom the Romans had peacefully interacted.

Third, the Picts enjoyed a highly sophisticated artistic culture, albeit one that operated within relatively narrow confines. For they have left us some marvellous standing stones decorated with complex symbols and evocative pictures of people and animals, such as the Dupplin cross from Perthshire and the Aberlemno cross-slab from Angus.

The easiest way of confirming the former presence of the Picts in different parts of the modern Scottish landscape is simply to look for place names beginning ‘Pit-’ such as Pitlochry, Pitsligo and Pitlessie, particularly densely congregated, as we would expect, in eastern Scotland north of the Forth. In search of the Picts we can also rely on the contemporary observations of Irish, Welsh and English writers, above all Bede in the early eighth-century Ecclesiastical History of the English People, and on later Scottish materials – although it should be borne in mind that the latter were written by those whose power, language and culture had eventually obliterated Pictish civilization. These sources all make it clear that for several centuries after the final withdrawal of the Roman armies the dominant political structure in most of Scotland was a Pictish kingdom known as Fortriu. This was almost certainly focused on the Moray and Easter Ross areas in the north-east (though it was long believed to centre on Strathearn in Perthshire) and extended its power as far south as the Forth.

While there has also been a convention of regarding Fortriu as synonymous with what we now call Pictland (or Pictavia) as a whole, there were clearly also some other smaller Pictish kingdoms at various times. Among these were Fib in modern Fife, the Circinn in Angus, which probably existed in some sort of dependent relationship with Fortriu.




The Angles’ angle

As should by now be clear, the word ‘Scotland’, in the periods we have so far been discussing, is simply a convenient shorthand label applied to that northern part of the Britain that later fell under the control of a people called the Scots, after whom it was eventually named.

Although the Picts were the leading political presence across most of the Dark Ages, other peoples also exercised a significant influence in Scotland that would last far into the future.

One such group were the English, or, to give them their early name, the Angles. By the mid-seventh century, their territories would include all those parts of modern south-east Scotland up to the Firth of Forth as well as modern England as far south as the River Humber. Edinburgh itself, then a small fortified settlement called Dunedin or Din Eidyn, was thus for a time effectively part of an emerging English domain: Din Eidyn itself is simply a Celtic name meaning ‘the hill fort of the sloping ridge’.

The English advance to the Forth was profoundly important for Scotland’s future. In particular it ensured the early and permanent use of a version of the English language in the districts close by the later Scottish capital.



Insight: Language matters

Whether Scots is really a language in its own right or just another version of English is an unresolved – and unresolvable – question. Since, in the old joke, a language is a dialect with a flag and an army, the claim appeals most to those favouring Scottish independence. But a confusing history hardly helps. The names Welsh, English, French, German and Italian all denote both a people and their language. By contrast, the widely-spoken tongue today known as Scots (revealingly called Inglis before 1500) descends from Anglo-Saxons who settled post-Roman Berwickshire and the Lothians. The Scots people, however, who eventually gave their name to the whole country, originated in the west Highlands and spoke an ancestor of modern Gaelic – now intelligible to barely one per cent of Scotland’s population.



However, this English encroachment did not go unchecked. In fact, history records more than one significant battle between the Angles and the different Celtic groups their expansionism increasingly brought them up against. One such encounter forms the dramatic subject of a major poem called ‘The Goddodin’, which, since it commemorates the heroic deeds of their Brythonic-speaking brethren, survives today, despite its obvious origins in what is now Scotland, as the earliest recognized work of medieval Welsh literature.

A larger-scale Anglo-Celtic confrontation, of even more far-reaching significance for future British history, is actually described in some detail by Bede and confirmed once more 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’). Here, the Picts, led by King Bruide, inflicted a crushing defeat on the previously all-conquering Northumbrian army of King Ecgfrith.

This decisive Dark Age Armageddon effectively freed the Picts from subservience to the kings of Northumbria. 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 of finally absorbing the lands north of the Forth. If Scotland, as we now know it, had not one but several moments of birth – or at least identifiable points when the eventual emergence of a distinct kingdom and sense of national identity in northern Britain became likely – then Nechtansmere, for all that its details are shrouded in uncertainty, needs to be numbered among them.





Celtic connections

Another important post-Roman Celtic people clearly operating independently of the Pictish hegemony were those other Brythonic-speaking Britons who developed the kingdom of Alt Clut, later known as Strathclyde. The people of Alt Clut, like the Goddodin, had been much affected by a long and probably overwhelmingly fruitful relationship with the Romans. This kingdom’s core territory stretched from Galloway in the far south-west up towards the Firth of Clyde in the north. Here a fortress built on another of the Central Lowlands’ imposing volcanic plugs, at Dumbarton, emerged as the kingdom’s main stronghold.

Crucially it was in the lands of Alt Clut that something else of immense long-term significance for the history of Britain seems to have happened. This was the emergence of the first identifiable church in Scotland.




The coming of the cross

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

In a nation which has for centuries defined itself by not being a part of England, and which in more recent times has become increasingly proud of its affinities with other Celtic peoples, particularly the Irish, the centrality accorded to this determined and visionary figure from Donegal is perfectly understandable. Yet the history of Scottish Christianity almost certainly did not begin with Columba.

To start with, the far west had longstanding cultural ties with Ireland, which had itself known Christianity since before the missions of Palladius and St Patrick in the early 430s. Roman cultural influence must also have been an important factor in bringing Christianity to Scotland. There were definitely believers in southern Britain even in the mid-second century. London and York actually had bishops by 314. And tradition has long maintained that it was at Whithorn in southern Strathclyde that the first church in the future Scotland was constructed, shortly before the end of the Roman period.

This church was reputedly founded by St Ninian, a British-born bishop about whom no fact is certain but who, like Patrick, is said to have been greatly moved by his experience of Christianity in France and to have studied at Rome. Whithorn later became a key pilgrimage site, revered by medieval Scots as a place of considerable sacred significance for Scottish Christianity. And even nearly a millennium and a half afterwards, 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.

The survival of Pictland as well as of Alt Clut, despite the power and ambitions of the Angles to the south and east, had confirmed at least one thing: the future of these peoples did not lie simply as an integral part of an English-dominated confederation extending throughout mainland Britain. But which of the competing groups occupying the diverse terrain between the Southern Uplands and the Pentland Firth would eventually manage to place their own stamp on this landscape as a whole?

As things turned out, the answer lay in the far west, in and around Iona itself, among the islands and along the jagged coastline where there existed yet another culturally-distinct population, mainly set apart by being Gaelic speakers with strong links to Ireland. These people, obscure and peripheral though they would have appeared at the time to Pictish or English observers, would eventually give their name to the entire country: they were the Scots.




The Scots before Scotland

If the traditional story of their migration as a people from Ireland is literally true, the Scots may at first perhaps have been more interested in raiding and exploring than in settling and exploiting the country they would eventually dominate. But, finding it agreeable and profitable, they would soon have realized the benefit of coming in numbers and putting down roots. Yet there are aspects of the migration story that do not ring true. For example, we know that there had been constant cultural and economic traffic between the northernmost parts of Ireland and the westernmost parts of Scotland from very early times.

What is beyond doubt is that, at some point during the fifth century, a people known as the Scoti, as the Romans had latterly described them (perhaps borrowing from the Old Irish word scuit, meaning ‘wanderer’), began to acquire an enhanced prominence. Soon they became a recognizable force in what would later become Argyllshire, the island of Bute and the western districts of Inverness-shire. The name that this emerging group gave to their newly established kingdom, however, was, interestingly, not Scotland: in Gaelic it came to be known instead as Dálriata (or Dálriada).



Insight: A Pharaoh’s daughter

The story that later Scots told themselves about their origins, and which helped reinforce their identity as a people, was highly elaborate. The Scots came to believe that their own ancestors had come not from Ireland at all. Rather their roots lay, just like the Romans, in the eastern Mediterranean of antiquity.

 

Here it was that a Pharaoh’s daughter called Scota had been married to an exiled Greek warrior-prince called Goidel Glas or Gathelus (whose name helpfully singled him out as the father of the later Gaels). The happy couple had then sailed to Spain, founding the no-less-conveniently-labelled Galicia. Finally, their ambitious and adventurous descendants had moved on first to Ireland (in some versions of the story led by a second Pharaoh’s daughter, yet another Scota) and then at last to Scotland itself, under a first king called Fergus Mac Ferchard.

 

With their keenness to locate their own distant origins in the arrival of ancient heroes in new lands, the Scots were a typical European people.






A kingdom of the west

Dálriata’s sixth-century capital lay at Dunadd (meaning ‘fort on the river Add’) near modern Kilmartin in Argyllshire. There were other significant centres of power and influence in Dálriata, however, reflecting what was clearly a common Gaelic practice of recognizing subordinate kings and multiple tribal kindreds. Dunaverty in Kintyre, for example, seems to have been home to a dependent dynasty of rulers. Dunseverick in Antrim, meanwhile, was probably Dálriata’s principal seat of government, at least before the kingdom’s centre of gravity shifted decisively to Scotland.

Using a mixture of archaeological evidence, the more plausible tales that later Scots told about their origins and the writings of other early chroniclers elsewhere in the British Isles, we can reconstruct at least the outlines of this kingdom’s early history as it emerged as an influential force in northern Britain.

We know a little about the checks that early Dálriata received, ensuring that its energies would be channelled with more lasting effect in some directions than in others. At Degsastan in around 603, for example, probably somewhere on the English side of the modern border, the raiding Scots under Aedan Mac Gabrain were defeated by the Northumbrians under Aethelfrith. This setback may well have helped establish clear limits to Dálriata’s influence to the south.

Similarly we are told that under Domnall Brecc the Scots, who still controlled Antrim, fought a number of unsuccessful battles in Ulster, including at Mag Rath (near Moira in modern County Down) in 637. These reversals perhaps added to the growing sense that it was in Scotland not Ireland that the main focus of Dálriata’s interests now lay.

It was in a further defeat, this time at the hands of Owen, King of Alt Clut, that Domnall was finally killed in 642 at Strathcarron (probably in the valley of the modern River Carron in central Scotland rather than the Highland glen of the same name). Again the Scots’ early attempts to advance outside the western Highlands appear to have come to naught.

Whatever else the future held for Dálriata, this setback, one among many for a kingdom that lost at least as many battles as it won, certainly would not have suggested to a contemporary observer that the Scots, in forming a kingdom in their own name, would eventually come to dominate northern Britain as a whole.




Conflict and co-operation

At the risk of reading history backwards, by far the most interesting question to ask about Dálriata’s evolution, because it sheds valuable light on what came afterwards, is: what can we say about the Scots’ dealings with the Picts? After all, this was a relationship out of which in time a unified kingdom, the crucible of Scotland itself, would finally be made.

From an early stage there was tension and conflict between these two Celtic peoples, a situation which helps explain the conventional historical narrative in which Scotland was supposedly created by the defeat of the native Picts and their subjection to the rule of the once-immigrant Scots. Chroniclers record a major battle as early as 558 when a certain Brude of the Picts emphatically defeated the Scots under Gabran. Two centuries later Dálriata again tasted bitter humiliation when Ungus, Nechtan’s successor as King of Fortriu, actually occupied Dunadd in the 730s. Nor should we be surprised by this pattern of regular reversals for the Scots at the hands of their Celtic neighbours. For neither imperial Rome nor the powerful rulers of Northumbria had successfully subdued the Picts.

There are also tantalizing hints, however, that, for all the underlying tensions and their regular confrontations with each other, the Scots and Picts were on occasion able to identify common interests as Celts exposed to the threat posed by English expansionism. At Nechtansmere, for instance, when Northumbrian hopes of extending their influence throughout northern Britain were decisively crushed, it is believed that Scots from Dálriata as well as Britons from Alt Clut may have fought alongside the triumphant Picts.

Even more significant is the evidence for what anthropologists call acculturation – which is to say, the steady seepage of one group’s culture into another’s, gradually eroding existing differences and encouraging greater homogeneity. As a result, we need to be extremely careful before accepting the conventional wisdom that the creation of something called Scotland – or as it was initially known, the unified kingdom of Alba (pronounced ‘Al-a-pa’) – was the result simply of the Gaels having defeated and extinguished the Pictish kingdom in the aftermath of some sudden but decisive encounter on the field of battle.




Father of the nation?

Steadily increasing cultural and social intimacy between Scots and Picts, then, was almost certainly a key factor in Scotland’s eventual emergence. But short-term political and strategic circumstances must also have played an important part.

No figure is more important in this process than the man we know as Kenneth Mac Alpin (or Cinéad Mac Ailpín, in his Gaelic manifestation), who was finally crowned King of the Picts at Scone in Perthshire, long an important Pictish site, in 843.



Insight: The mystery of Scone

The Stone of Destiny, on which Scots rulers were once crowned, resided at Scone from early times. Understandably, legends swirl around it. Some say it was Jacob’s pillow; others that it came from Ireland to Dálriata; a few that it was St Columba’s travelling altar. Stolen by Edward I of England in 1296, some believe the original was hidden and a fake taken away. This then sat beneath the English – later British – monarch’s coronation throne in Westminster Abbey, apart from its brief removal in 1950 by Scottish nationalists: again some allege that they cunningly returned only a copy. The Westminster artefact was finally repatriated and exhibited in Edinburgh Castle in 1996.



Traditionally viewed as the last King of Dálriata who had either secured the Pictish throne by right of conquest (the orthodox interpretation between the 13th and the 19th centuries) or else, benefiting from close family ties, had succeeded by rightful inheritance in the female line (an explanation favoured for much of the 20th century), scholars now choose to emphasize instead Kenneth’s essentially Pictish identity. In particular it bears endless repetition that even when Kenneth died on 13 February 858, according to contemporaries he did so as ‘King of the Picts’ and not as king of an entity called Alba, much less as a declared King of Scots.

The two peoples and two kingdoms, then, were coming perceptibly closer together. But despite being accelerated by important figures like Kenneth, who embodied the increasing cultural and familial connections between Picts and Gaels, especially at the elite level, this was a slow, fitful and as yet incomplete process.

Our own attention must now turn to what may well have been the most important catalyst in the final disappearance of both Pictavia and Dálriata and their absorption into something called the kingdom of Alba. This was the arrival in Scotland of the Vikings.




Men from the north

Few historical groups are as recognizable as the Vikings – the name conjuring up unmistakable images of flowing blond locks, shaggy beards, horned helmets, fearsome weaponry and high-prowed longships.

Climate change, the Vikings’ technically innovative longships and population growth in Scandinavia are all cited as possible reasons why these invaders harried, harassed, occupied and ruled many of the islands and coastal regions of north-western Europe between the late eighth and mid-11th centuries.

Whatever the underlying causes, the first arrival of the Vikings can be dated with some accuracy, thanks to the writings of terrified British chroniclers, to the year 794. Just months after they had violated the monastic calm of Lindisfarne off the north-east coast of England – in an attack of shocking brutality that writers claimed had been foreshadowed by fiery dragons in the sky – the same culprits also sacked Iona, Scotland’s holiest island.

Here, in a pattern of devastation that recurred twice more in the next 12 years, the Vikings, with a ready eye for rich pickings and easy targets, attacked the monastery and plundered its treasures. In 825 the Vikings returned again. This time they murdered the abbot and all his companions when they tried to defend their precious relics. Another abbot again fell victim as late as 986 during an attack on Iona by Scandinavians who had established a major forward base at Dublin.

Colonization and settlement were from an early stage an integral part of the Scandinavians’ interest in the British Isles. And Shetland and Orkney, nearest to Norway and accessible by sea, were probably the first parts of Scotland to be occupied.

What happened to the existing Pictish populations of Shetland and Orkney when the Vikings began to occupy them is an interesting question. Some historians follow the chronicles produced by the Vikings and their descendants, who tell of the killing or enslavement of the native people, or else talk chillingly of the islands as effectively uninhabited when the Norse arrived: the overwhelmingly Scandinavian place names in modern Shetland and Orkney add to the grim suggestion of near-genocide at the hands of bloodthirsty invaders. Other scholars favour less melodramatic explanations. For peaceful co-existence, intermarriage and steady integration may well have been the mundane norm, albeit with a dominant Scandinavian overlay eventually eradicating the Celtic culture of the Picts. The simple truth, however, is that we do not know.





Putting down roots

Lacking substantial contemporary records, archaeological evidence is our main source for the gradual expansion of Scandinavian settlers across Scotland in the ninth and tenth centuries.

It is certain that, for very obvious reasons, those districts most readily accessible by sea tended to be especially exposed to Viking colonization. Their cemeteries, for example, characterized by pagan grave-goods, occur from an early stage not only in Shetland and Orkney but also across the Western Isles and in the mainland’s western and northernmost extremities. Ship burials beneath earthen or sandy mounds, the most atmospheric of memorials to a significant Viking life, are also found from the ninth century, notably one on Colonsay – where a warrior was buried with his horse and a formidable collection of weaponry – and three on nearby Sanday, all in the southern Hebrides.

Hoards of precious items, presumably buried as a precaution in a time of heightened instability but never recovered, fill out more details of Viking settlement. Most of those with clear Scandinavian origins occur across the same arc of coastal regions running right around from the far north to the far west. Particularly fine examples were found at Skaill on Orkney (including fabulous silver brooches, necklets and armlets) and on the Hebridean islands of Tiree and Islay – the latter two, each containing silver ingots as well as coins, dateable with reasonable accuracy to around 975.



Insight: The Lewis chessmen

A collection of 78 walrus ivory chess pieces and 14 round ‘table men’ found in a sandbank at Uig on the Isle of Lewis in 1831 provide the single most stunning and familiar images of Scotland’s Scandinavian past. Dating from the 12th century and originating probably in western Norway around Trondheim, the chess pieces are of exceptional quality, wondrously carved figures with expressive faces and gestures. Most were immediately purchased for the British Museum in London, with a few later ending up in Edinburgh – a division that now irks many Scots and has been the subject of recent attempts by the Scottish National Party to have the set reunited in Scotland.



Scandinavian buildings have also been found, sometimes in significant groupings. At Brough of Birsay, a small island off the Orkney mainland with an earlier Pictish settlement, a number of Viking structures were erected from the ninth century onwards, comprising a mixture of residential, agricultural and communal facilities, and eventually, once the inhabitants had been converted to Christianity, even a Norse church. At Jarlshof in Shetland, too, where there had been Bronze Age occupation, Viking settlers constructed what is today the best-preserved such site in Britain, an elaborate farm complex, including a smithy, a bath-house and a large hall.

The fact that the smaller materials found at Jarlshof include just a single spearhead but a range of domestic artefacts such as dress-pins, combs and loom-weights nicely emphasizes that those who lived there were now long-term occupants organized into a settled and reasonably prosperous community. Certainly there is no hint that they still saw themselves as their Vikings forefathers had – as wandering seaborne warriors bent on a life of fleet-footed raiding.




Contested cultures

Clearly the Vikings gradually put down substantial roots in some districts. Probably they intermarried with the natives while also establishing distinctive resident populations who spoke Norse and observed the peculiar customs of their Scandinavian ancestors. As a result, there remained ample scope for antagonism between these newcomers, with their Nordic culture and social organization, and the country’s pre-existing Celtic power structures – notably the Picts of Pictavia and the Scots of Dálriata.

In the first place the Scandinavians’ political identity, backed by a substantial military capability, became and remained a critical factor. Most obviously, a powerful and distinct earldom of Orkney and Shetland (initially the domain of a Norse jarl or lord) also dominated Caithness and Sutherland in the far north. Indeed, this continued to operate, eventually under the auspices of the kingdom of Norway, until its final re-absorption into Scotland, by an agreement between the two countries, as late as the 15th century.

Similar autonomy was established by the tenth century in the Western Isles and adjacent parts of the mainland – whose rulers at times extended their grip as far as Ulster and the Isle of Man. Originally these were strong-willed Norse leaders like Ketil Flatnose, the first to call himself King of the Isles. But as elite intermarriage slowly Gaelicized them, this line of independent regional rulers soon became known as the Lords of the Isles, resulting eventually in Celto-Scandinavian figures such as the famous Somerled in the 12th century (whose own sons were in later times claimed as the common Scottish ancestors of Clan MacDougall and the MacDonalds).



Insight: Blood ties?

Clans, from the Gaelic clann (‘children’), are usually imagined as extended Scottish families sharing a common surname and ancestor, historically living under a chieftain on defined territories. The truth, however, is less romantic. As surnames spread downwards from the medieval elite, many Scots borrowed from landlords or powerful neighbours: few modern Campbells, MacDonalds or MacLeods are biologically related. Some, like Armstrong and Home, today treated as authentic clan names, originated in the non-Gaelic south. Others, like Smith and Brown, were occupational or descriptive and occur as widely in England. It is the marketing of tartan goods, as well as interest in exploiting Scotland’s diaspora and exaggerating the country’s Celtic identity (while downplaying ethnic ties with the English), that explains most modern myth-making about the significance of Scottish surnames.



Scotland’s internal development was also affected by the simultaneous Scandinavian penetration of Anglo-Saxon England and of Ireland. Dumbarton, for example, Alt Clut’s capital, was captured by Vikings in 870 after a long siege by Ivarr the Boneless and Olaf the White, the magnificently named joint kings of Dublin. This old British fortress now became a Scandinavian strongpoint on the Clyde. It was later claimed, implausibly but dramatically, that 200 ships carried off the captives into Irish slavery. What remained of Alt Clut became known as Strathclyde and was centred on Govan on the south side of the river.

Subsequently, in the 11th century, the kings of Scots would again have to deal with the uncomfortable realities brought by Scandinavian power elsewhere in the British Isles. In particular, the English reign of King Cnut (or Canute), along with the brute force available to his Scandinavian earls of Northumbria, set limits to the ability of Scotland, even after it had finally swallowed Bernicia and the formerly Anglian districts that now comprise Edinburgh and the Lothians, to extend its influence much further south into England.

The interaction between the Vikings, the Scots and the Picts, was, however, the most important process for Scotland’s future. Especially in the early period, Scandinavian power evidently transformed Scottish politics. As we have seen, the Vikings probably eliminated Kenneth Mac Alpin’s rivals to the Pictish throne in a great battle fought somewhere north of the Tay in 839. Other kings, like Constantín I, also paid a grisly price for confronting the fearsome Scandinavians on the field of battle. Yet the Vikings were not only a destructive force. Ultimately it was almost certainly the stresses imposed by their presence, and the threat that they posed to the older Celtic societies, that finally galvanized the emergent kingdom of Alba.

In effect, the Vikings presented the Scots and the Picts, hitherto locked in an often troubled embrace, with what amounted to a make or break situation. That Scotland first came into existence during the ninth century, and that it still exists today, might therefore be in significant measure an unintentional by-product of the arrival of those terrifying blond-haired raiders whose mighty longships first crunched into the sandy beaches of Iona in the summer of 794.




 



THINGS TO REMEMBER


	Human occupation in Scotland has obscure but distant origins, mainly revealed only by modern archaeology.




	By the late Iron Age a rich material culture and well-developed tribal societies had emerged.




	The Romans never occupied Scotland permanently but they created a significant infrastructure in the Lowlands and influenced the country’s economic and social structures.




	The Picts, a name given to the Brythonic-speaking northern and eastern Celts never subjected to direct Roman control, founded the kingdom known as Fortriu.




	A similar Celtic people dominated Strathclyde in the south and created the kingdom of Alt Clut.




	English-speaking Northumbrians settled the post-Roman south-east by the sixth century but failed to advance into the rest of the country.




	Christianity arrived in Scotland by different routes, some Roman-influenced from the south, others Irish-based and Celtic.




	The Scots of Dálriata were later seen as post-Roman invaders from Ireland (with mythological Mediterranean origins) but in practice they and their distinctive Gaelic tongue may have been long present on Scotland’s western fringes.




	The Vikings brought fear and destruction but also new settlers who influenced the formation of the kingdom of Alba.




	Kenneth Mac Alpin and his successors as kings of Alba probably represent a successful fusion of the Scottish and Pictish elites.
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Building a kingdom


In this chapter you will learn:




	about the slow consolidation of the kingdom of Alba


	about the historical Malcolm, Duncan and Mac Bethad (Macbeth).







A union of peoples?


The formation of Alba was clearly a slow and uneven process. It was by no means inevitable. Nor, though, was it remotely inexplicable.


Essentially it was the outcome of changing social and political relations between the Scots and the Picts. This in turn was substantially made possible by the intense pressure exerted by the Scandinavians who between 800 and 1050 represented the primary existential threat to the two leading rival Celtic kingdoms that had emerged in post-Roman northern Britain.
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