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    Introduction




    One of the excellences of Edinburgh is the number and richness of its archives. Research for this book has been carried out at the National Library of Scotland, the Edinburgh City Archive, the Edinburgh Room of the Central Library, Edinburgh University Library and the library of New College. I wish to thank the staffs of all of these for the unstinting courtesy and efficiency of their service. Sometimes, in the depths of the northern winter, the chill within their hallowed halls seemed to exceed the chill without of ‘the foulest climate under heaven’ (Robert Louis Stevenson). But the warmth of the welcome more than compensated.




    I am especially grateful to a number of individuals who helped me to find my way through public collections and otherwise offered information, rare books or sundry other aids to research. At the National Museum of Scotland I received invaluable advice and assistance from David Forsyth and Andrew Heald. John Cairns, professor of legal history at the University of Edinburgh, supplied me with offprints of learned articles and supplementary comment. Willis Pickard kept me right on education in Edinburgh. Although I could have asked Robin Angus about many matters, his help with religious history proved the most useful. Stuart Kelly furnished me with several literary references. Brian Monteith was my consultant on popular culture. Henry Cowper and the late Angus Calder gave me their reminiscences, the latter also his illuminating thoughts on the relationship between Mary Queen of Scots and John Knox. Ross Leckie construed some Latin that was foxing me. Two patriotic sons of Midlothian, Peter Smaill and Andrew Wauchope of Niddrie, briefed me on the rustic hinterland of Edinburgh and were perhaps a little disappointed that I still wanted to write about the city itself. In the county, Mrs Althea Dundas-Bekker of Arniston kindly answered an enquiry and let me read a manuscript that will bear fruit not in the present work, as I had hoped, but elsewhere.




    The student of Edinburgh is fortunate that so many primary sources for its past and present have found their way into print. The earliest serious study of the Scottish capital was published in 1779, and is still of value. Before long, Sir Walter Scott raised this history into a scholarly and popular obsession. He was born in the city, dwelt in the city, loved the city and made it come to life in everything he wrote about it. Yet even he, despite stupendous energy and diligent interrogation of the literary remains, could not exhaust all there was to say. In the same meticulous spirit others sought to complete his telling of a great story. It went about as far as it could in the three weighty volumes of James Grant’s Old and New Edinburgh (1880), published by the house of John Cassell. This set out street by street, sometimes house by house, every picturesque detail, together with much more, that had ever been recorded. The modern historian seldom has reason to retrace the ground Grant covered.




    The essentially antiquarian approach to Edinburgh’s past was far from exhausted, all the same. The rebuilding of the ancient core of the city proceeded in the nineteenth century, in contrast to the twentieth century, in a spirit of respect for its historic character; few visitors today will be aware that most of the urban fabric is Victorian. But some living at the time viewed the losses with dismay. One result was the foundation of the Old Edinburgh Club in 1908, which brought out an annual Book of the Old Edinburgh Club, putting into print the papers read to it. This soon became a valuable supplement to and extension of the older labours. Like much else in the city, it had trouble keeping going through the mid-twentieth century, and in fact ceased publication for a number of years. Thanks to the efforts of Dr Iain Brown it has now revived. The old and the new series continue to be valuable sources for the history of Edinburgh.




    A different sort of historiography became possible from 1869 with publication of the first volume of Extracts from the Records of the Burgh of Edinburgh, one of many public-spirited undertakings patronized by the greatest lord provost of the nineteenth century, William Chambers. The editor was James Marwick, the town clerk, who completed three more volumes by 1882. The project lapsed until taken up again in 1926 by Marguerite Wood and then by Helen Armet, whose devotion produced a further nine volumes, taking the series down to 1718, the last of these published in 1967. The editorial work was exemplary, faithful in all textual particulars to the manuscript originals and with marginal notes to guide the modern enquirer through a daunting mass of detail. Nothing more has so far followed, and it is perhaps high time for the town council to consider continuing the series down to, say, the municipal reform of 1833.




    In a different category, one work on a scholarly par with the public records is the wonderful volume on Edinburgh in the series The Buildings of Scotland (1984 and subsequent editions) by John Gifford, the late Colin McWilliam and David Walker. I have used it as a primary source, indeed as a Bible. I have seldom found in it anything with which I might venture to disagree – the only notable exception being my view of what the High Street looked like, or could have come to look like, in the seventeenth century.




    Given the amplitude of the available materials, it is surprising that since those pioneering works of the nineteenth century no history of Edinburgh from beginning to end, from the eruption of the volcano to the recall of the Scottish Parliament, has been attempted. In recent times some excellent books have appeared on portions of that history – on the Reformation, on the Civil Wars, above all on the Enlightenment. But there has been no general work on Edinburgh matching those on other cities from the hands of, say, Jan Morris or Alistair Horne, Peter Ackroyd or A. N. Wilson. They and others have transformed urban history into something much more than a dry academic specialism. Edinburgh, the first of modern cities, rebuilt in the eighteenth century as a machine for rational living, deserves no less.




    I have made that era the focal point of what I have to say, starting each chapter with an enlightened episode. This is the coign of vantage from which the reader can then view the city in the light of history and take the measure of its future development. It does not turn out quite as one might expect.




    Edinburgh,


    September 2008








  



    

       

    




    Linguistic Note




    Over the thirty centuries of its history, Edinburgh has used several languages. Only in the last two centuries has Standard English become the most important, and even then in writing rather than in speech.




    When the term Scots is employed in the text below, it should be taken to mean, in particular, the spoken vernacular of Edinburgh and the written expression of it. This is similar to, but in pronunciation and vocabulary not identical with, the dialects spoken immediately to the north, west and south. If Scotland had remained an independent country the Scots of Edinburgh would doubtless have become her standard language, but that was not to be. The speaker of Standard English will find its relationship to the Scots of Edinburgh varies: sometimes they are close and mutually comprehensible, sometimes less so, or hardly at all.




    Quotations in Scots I have left alone if it seems to me that a speaker of Standard English will readily understand them. If there is just a word or two that might not be understood, I have given an equivalent in square brackets. But in all cases where it appears to me that understanding might be seriously disturbed for any reader not familiar with Scots, I have provided a full translation. The same is, of course, true for those languages used at one time or another in Edinburgh which now have to count as alien to the city: Brythonic or Old Welsh, Old Northumbrian, Gaelic, Latin and French.








  



    

       

    




    
CHAPTER ONE




    ‘CITY OF FIRE ON NIGHT’




    (Alexander Smith)




    ON CLEMENT DAYS during the summers of the 1770s, two men and a dog might have been seen climbing the slope in front of Salisbury Crags, which overlook Edinburgh from the east. They would scramble up to a level where the hard basaltic bedrock stood exposed. For the people of the city to take walks over the surrounding hills was, of course, nothing unusual – in these peaceful and civilized times, as a love of nature grew modish, it had become a regular pastime for anyone with enough leisure or energy. But the two solid citizens, recognizable as such by their rather formal frock-coats, their three-cornered hats and the big silver buckles on their shoes, were bent on more serious business. Unusually for gentlemen, this involved a degree of manual labour. They would hammer with a mallet at the rock and carry specimens away with them.




    We know about this from the pictorial record left by one of the pair, John Clerk of Eldin, a scion of the local landed gentry. At Penicuik, the Clerks’ estate six miles south of Edinburgh, the family made money from coal-mines, which had triggered his own interest in all that lay underground. But their pursuits were as much intellectual and political as economic. Their family tree contained an architect of the Treaty of Union between Scotland and England in 1707, while a much younger generation would bring forth James Clerk Maxwell, the greatest physicist of the Victorian era. Their versatile genes also carried artistic talent, in connoisseurship and in modest abilities of their own. Clerk’s geological drawings, together with more lightsome sketches of him and his companion on their outings, show just where they went and what they discovered.




    The companion was James Hutton, a wealthy industrial chemist, better known to us today as the ‘father of geology’. Born in Edinburgh in 1726, he died there in 1797 and rests in the graveyard of Greyfriars. He went to the city’s High School, then at the age of fourteen to its university. While his family were merchants, with some land in Berwickshire, they set him first to learn the law. But as he spent his entire time on chemical experiments, he was allowed to switch to medicine. He completed his education at Paris and Leiden, like many well-to-do young Scotsmen in those days. Once home again, he set up a factory to manufacture sal ammoniac, or smelling salts, for which he also devised a commercial application as a flux in the refinement of metals. All the sal ammoniac then used in Britain was imported from Egypt. Hutton synthesized it by a process he invented, using soot for his raw material. There was no shortage of that in Auld Reekie, blackened by the smoke of Midlothian’s coal; he would buy it from the bemused tronmen, the local chimneysweeps. He made a lot of money. While yet middle-aged, he found the independence to do as he really wanted and follow his fascination with geology.




    Still, Hutton and Clerk never quite found what they were looking for on Salisbury Crags. They did establish the hill had a structure hardly to be guessed from its outward appearance: the superficial stratum of igneous rock, formed from volcanic lava, rested on sediment. The finding ran counter to conventional geological wisdom, which assumed rock must lie below and sediment above. That was how the Flood would have left the Earth’s surface, according to the account in Genesis. Could Salisbury Crags defy both common sense and the divine plan for the universe?




    In fact the crags had aeons ago been shaped by the intrusion of molten rock between two existing masses, of which the upper mass in time eroded away. This turned out to be just one of many geological processes Hutton was able to define during his decades of patient investigation, observation and reflection. It also became clear to him how the ensemble of these processes could not possibly have been completed within the 6,000 years since God was supposed to have created the Earth by the accepted reckoning. Whatever the planet’s exact age might be, it had to amount to much more than that. We ought to think in terms not of mere thousands but of millions or hundreds of millions of years; even then ‘we find no vestige of a beginning – no prospect of an end’.1




    Hutton’s researches at length led him to evidence making the true history of the Earth clearer than Salisbury Crags could have done. Down the coast from Edinburgh, Siccar Point was a site where successive layers of rocks of the greatest antiquity rose in cliffs above the breakers of the North Sea. These were not just tidy layers, but vertical as well as horizontal, folded and creased and crushed. Hutton one day took some friends to land near the inaccessible headland, pitching in a small boat. A member of the party, John Playfair, later professor of mathematics at the University of Edinburgh, recalled the solemn silence which fell on them as Hutton’s commentary instilled an awareness of what they were looking at:




    

      

        

          We felt ourselves necessarily carried back to the time when the schistus on which we stood was yet at the bottom of the sea, and when the sandstone before us was only beginning to be deposited, in the shape of sand or mud, from the waters of a superincumbent ocean. An epocha still more remote, when even the most ancient of these rocks, instead of standing upright in vertical beds, lay in horizontal planes at the bottom of the sea, and was not yet disturbed by the immeasurable force which had burst asunder the solid pavement of the globe. Revolution still more remote appeared in the distance of this extraordinary perspective. The mind seemed to grow giddy by looking so far into the abyss of time, and while we listened with earnestness and admiration to the philosopher who was now unfolding to us the order and series of these wonderful events, we became sensible how much farther reason may go than imagination can venture to follow.2


        


      


    




    It was the start of the intellectual revolution by which the human race has come to a more realistic view of its obscure place in the cosmos – though even now, since we still do not know the answer to every question, the revolution is incomplete. Nor should we forget with what stubbornness older orthodoxies, however absurd they appear today, resisted the revolution, especially as their overthrow seemed so often to come at the hands of dour Scots too clever by half. A Victorian successor in the national school of geology, Hugh Miller, recalled how ‘the prejudices of the English mind’ reacted ‘with illiberal violence against the Huttonian doctrines. Infidelity and atheism were charged against their supporters, and had there been a Protestant Inquisition in England at that period of general political excitement, the geologists of the North would have been immured in its deepest dungeons.’3
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    If Hutton was the father of a new science, Edinburgh formed its cradle. Not many places on the planet enjoy such a visible and intimate relationship with their geology, where buildings seem sometimes to be grown out of the rock, rather than erected on top: Athens and Rome compare, but hardly another city of any size. Edinburgh stands amid a spectacular landscape fashioned by the powerful forces of the Earth. There are few better examples of how these can shape a vista and give it character. The seven hills of an eventful terrain have been formed by the action of fire and water, ice and wind on a surface that rose and fell, buckled and twisted. Today the city rests on a geological jigsaw of complex sedimentation, extinct volcanoes, flows of lava and igneous intrusions. The history is brought out by the differential weathering of hard and soft rocks. And it offers the setting for a superb built environment, where the hand of man completes the work of nature.




    About 300 million years ago, before the movement of tectonic plates pushed this section of the Earth’s crust so far north, the site of Edinburgh lay in the tropics. Warm, shallow seas and hot, humid forests left sediments that would at length turn into coal. Their transformation came under the pressure of fresh layers deposited on top, thrown out from eruptions along the geological faults. This matter forms the elevated ground in the centre of the city: the Castle Rock was a plug of basalt in the feeding pipe of an ancient volcano, which survives after erosion of the rest. Down the coast are yet finer examples, Bass Rock, projecting from the sea, and North Berwick Law, landmark of its town. In the hinterland, flows of lava and falls of ash built up the Pentland Hills and the Braid Hills. Igneous intrusion shaped Salisbury Crags and Corstorphine Hill. All these still stand high because the rock is harder than the sedimentary deposits surrounding them today at lower levels, laid down by water once the volcanic activity ceased. Rivers draining the mountains carried sand and mud into shallow lakes below. A look at almost any one of the sandstone buildings in Edinburgh will show this origin of the stone in traces of cross-bedding and ripples, or darker streaks of dead algae. My own house has them.




    Indeed, the sandstones provided the main building material for Edinburgh until well into the twentieth century. Their names turned into bywords: Binny, Craigleith, Hailes, Ravelston. Some names came to imply particular qualities rather than the actual source, for even in a single quarry the sandstone can vary in composition, colour and durability. Uniform weathering has brought to the buildings constructed of different stones, and to the city as a whole, a pleasing harmony of aspect, silver-grey overall; but the harmony is deceptive. The stone’s weathered outer layers may hide a range of colours inside, not often grey: Craigleith is pinkish, Hailes yellowish brown, Binny greyish orange and Ravelston dusky brown. The range results from several factors. Iron in the stone forms compounds with other elements, so even a tiny amount of it, less than one per cent, may produce shades of yellow, brown, red or even green. Any internal grey arises rather from vegetable matter in the original sand or mud: dead algae have given as much as airborne soot to the dark surfaces in the centuries since Edinburgh was built of stone.4




    In one sort of Scottish mind, however, the desire for uniformity runs deep. Towards the end of the twentieth century pressure grew in certain quarters for the city’s stone surfaces to be cleaned up, so as to get rid of all that gloomy silver-grey and reveal authentic colours underneath. These efforts in practice went further than removing soot or other superficial matter – the weathered stone was also chemically bleached. And this did not always show up the original colour, but brought to the surface iron oxide, which produced a shade never seen before, a strident orange. The champions of uniformity concluded they had not tried hard enough. They applied more chemicals, even resorted in effect to scraping the surfaces away, until the whole process became self-defeating. It has sometimes altered for the worse the internal structure and future durability of the stone without giving it a more pleasant appearance. Melville Crescent in the West End used to be a typical harmonious composition. Now it is almost garish, individual houses contrasting with one another and with the still prevalent silver-grey of Melville Street running through: a mess, in other words, expensive if well-intentioned, saved from disaster only by the dignity of the classical architecture.
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    Yet Edinburgh is a romantic as well as a classical city, made that way not just by its architecture but also by the rugged, diverse landscape where the buildings arise. This, after the long and fiery prehistory, took on its final form from the shorter, colder conditions of the Ice Ages. Starting two million years ago, enormous ice-sheets accumulated and moved out, west to east, from what are now the Highlands, down the long depression due to become the Firth of Forth. Within the city’s present area, the ice shaped the crag-and-tail of the Castle Rock and Royal Mile, among similar geological structures. The crag consists of solid rock protecting a tail of glacial debris in its lee. Hollows also gouged out by the ice on either side, today the site of Princes Street Gardens and the Grassmarket, accentuate the resulting ridge. A glacial lake, the Nor’ Loch, was left under the Castle Rock, while another covered the Meadows and a third the lower part of Corstorphine.




    The last ice-sheet, 2,000 feet thick, may have reached its fullest extent about 15000 BC. Deglaciation then went on in irregular stages, with meanwhile some fresh advances of the ice. It did not vanish until 8000 BC. Scotland then would still have been hard to discern, with climate, fauna and flora all different from those of today and the whole shape of the country unrecognizable. Vast volumes of water were yet to be released from the more northerly ice-sheets in Scandinavia or Canada, so the surface of the world’s oceans had some way to climb and the shorelines stretched far out from where they lie now. In fact the British Isles remained joined to the mainland of Europe across what has become the southern part of the North Sea. Once the huge weight of ice lifted some ground rose quite fast, such as the upper stretches of the Firth of Forth, only to be inundated again at the melting of the continental ice-sheets. Shorelines advanced and receded alternately, as can be seen from the raised beaches in many parts of Scotland: Leith Links rest on one a little above the present level of the firth and so, higher up, do Bruntsfield Links.




    At least the climate warmed, and for good. The tundra left by the retreat of the ice was transformed through gentler conditions into steppe, later into scrub. The species of insects multiplied, then the species of plants. By about 4000 BC forests covered much of Scotland. In the mildest areas, as around Edinburgh, juniper gave way to birch and hazel, then to oak and elm.




    Into the forests came animals. Scotland is rather poor in vertebrate species compared even with those parts of continental Europe on the same latitude. One reason lies in the isolation of the country since the eventual rise in the level of the sea – in general, islands support fewer species than continents. Impoverishment of the fauna comes about through local extinctions which are harder to redress. First the climatic changes were to blame and then, later on, man’s deliberate alterations of the habitat together with his hunting and persecution of lesser species.




    As the tundra in Scotland gave way to scrub and woodland, mammals dependent on tundra died out. Woolly mammoths had lived on it. They roamed what is now the valley of the Forth, and their tusks or teeth have been dredged up from the bottom of the firth. They had withstood warmer conditions during previous retreats of the glaciers but they did not withstand the end of the last Ice Age. Another Arctic species, the ringed seal, left its remains in deposits of clay around the shores of the firth. Once upon a time the lemming must have thrown itself from the cliffs, for its bones have been found on Corstorphine Hill. On the dry land the wild horse survived, if only as long as its open habitat. So did the reindeer, again until forests covered the country. A single denizen of the tundra managed to adapt to the novel conditions, the mountain hare, which is still there today after evolving in isolation into a distinct subspecies, Lepus timidus scoticus. In the hills it can be disturbed by walkers and surprise them in the spring with its still white coat as it races, always up the brae, to seek fresh shelter.




    Before the land-bridge to Europe sank beneath the waves there was a limited time, about 1,000 years, for new species to colonize a more temperate, forested country. Yet a surprising number did so. Some are still with us, such as the wildcat (just about), while others are extinct, the aurochs long ago and the polecat as recently as 1912. For evidence of certain later incomers we can rely on more than finds of their bones. The Gaelic language has words for the moose, lon or miol, so that beast must have been present when the Gaels arrived in Scotland during the Dark Ages. Pictish standing stones appear to depict the brown bear (though it is possible they represent imported dancing bears). In the Borders remains can still be seen of the dams, pools and lodges built by beavers; these charming animals are not recorded in Scotland after 1550. Slightly later the wild boar died out, and the last wolf was killed in 1743. All this came at the hand of man, by accident or design.




    Man possesses no such dominion over the birds of the air. In any event it is harder to determine, or indeed define, if an avian species has become extinct on a particular territory. Even when a breeding population dies out or is eradicated, vagrants turn up and sometimes winter; as often in Edinburgh on Duddingston Loch, during modern times a paradise for bird-watchers. Within or around the city different species have certainly come and gone. The white stork nested on the tower of St Giles in 1416, a fact remarkable enough to have been recorded for posterity. The hand of man was again brutally at work on the flightless great auk, which used to breed on the Isle of May but was hunted to extinction there in 1840 (in this instance Scots need not blame themselves too much, for it had vanished from the whole planet by 1844). Yet the hand of man can also make species prosper. For centuries the fulmar was confined to St Kilda. Now it is common in the Firth of Forth and indeed on any coast with cliffs (which means most of Scotland), shaped like a torpedo, effortlessly gliding: an elegant bird, only disobliging when it spits a foul oily liquid at any other creature it sees as a threat. Its spectacular colonization of the coastal mainland followed the rise of the fisheries in the nineteenth century, producing waste for it to feed on.5
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    After animals and birds came human beings. By 5000 BC they were wandering the woods or scrub of the Lothians in search of game. A few weapons of flint they left behind at caches or camps are the only evidence of their passage. They presumably arrived from the south, perhaps first on seasonal forays which revealed the abundant wildlife of the Forth. It may have been the vast beds of shellfish, surviving until the nineteenth century, that offered enough staple food to encourage durable human occupation. Prehistoric middens of oyster-shells on the island of Inchkeith conceal traces of fires and hearths, but whether from seasonal visits or permanent sites is hard to say.




    Human beings finally colonized the Lothians in about 3000 BC. They furthered natural changes going on in the landscape, notably the thinning of forests. No actual settlement has been found, just the implements with which these first farmers formed clearings or cut firewood for themselves and fodder for their animals. Most of the evidence comes from near the shorelines, where admixtures of sand made the soil lighter to work. Bone or pottery in scatters of material from middens show the existence of settlements around Gullane and North Berwick in East Lothian.




    Within the present boundaries of Edinburgh there is no such evidence; the arrival of a population has to be guessed from the distribution of its rude monuments. The biggest standing stone is the Caiystane at Fairmilehead, a rugged monolith decorated with cup-marks. A single prehistoric cairn survives nearby at Galachlaw, though several burial mounds have been destroyed in modern times. Further west, at Newbridge, lies an earthen barrow surrounded by standing stones, but not concentric in the ceremonial manner of a later era.




    The Stone Age gave way to the Bronze Age as knowledge of metalworking spread through Europe from its pioneers in the Near East. This was a slow process, perhaps because the new technology’s inventors remained possessive of it or perhaps because older societies resisted change. Certainly it did not reach Scotland before 2000 BC. Nor does the appearance of bronze always make the pattern of human settlement or its adaptation clearer, for bronze is a portable material. Still, axes found by the Water of Leith may point to the existence of a port or trading post between the Dean Village and Stockbridge; the first voyagers from afar could have arrived. Remains elsewhere show people living in small though permanent hamlets, just clusters of round timber houses and barns, probably undefended; there are no traces of ramparts or stonework to betray their presence, which is discovered only by accident.




    Metalworking represented the first great technological breakthrough in human history. It made every task of farming or building easier, and opened a high road to faster development in many directions. Either new ways emerged spontaneously within the existing cultures, or else they arrived as more advanced invaders imposed their own. In either case, the archaeological evidence we have to rely on comes now in monuments implying social organization much greater than the family or small group.




    A complex on Cairnpapple Hill in West Lothian, a dozen miles from Edinburgh, represented something new to the region: a permanent site of visible importance. In its earlier phase it was a ritual centre or meeting place and in its later phase the ground for monumental burials, commanding a broad vista. At about the time the building of Stonehenge started 400 miles to the south, a similar set of standing stones, if less impressive, arose at Cairnpapple.




    A second period saw the site extended. Here too a henge was built, that is, an earthwork with ditch and outer bank, entered by causeways. Inside stood an oval setting of twenty-six standing stones and possibly a further, central setting now only to be traced by hollows in the ground. Beside one stone lay buried an early example of the type of bell-shaped pot known as Beaker ware, so designated by the founder of the chair of archaeology at the University of Edinburgh, James Abercromby Beaker ware is found over much of western Europe, alongside other evidence of a common culture: metalworking, crouched burials and round barrows. The beakers were probably used for ritual consumption of mead or beer (Scotland’s hard drinking started long ago). Vere Gordon Childe, inaugural holder of the Abercromby chair at Edinburgh, described the Beaker folk as ‘warlike invaders imbued with domineering habits’. It is tempting to link all this with the Celts, but we have no proof.6




    Larger structures spread across the Lothians during the first millennium BC. While some were still ceremonial or memorial, others served a military purpose as strongholds for powerful chiefs: it was a warlike, aristocratic society. Excavations at Kaimes Hill, near Dalmahoy, revealed how complex the history of such sites might be. At the centre lay the stone footings of a big hut-circle, 30 feet in diameter, which would have supported walls of timber and a roof of turf. Its inhabitants had first surrounded it with a single stone-faced rampart; behind the facing, the core consisted of just earth and rubble stabilized by a lacing of timber beams. When in time it collapsed for some reason, the defences were rebuilt with a new rubble wall, probably strengthened by the addition of two outer ramparts built to enclose a larger area. These had further protection in a line of pointed stones outside, set upright in the ground to hinder attacks. The purpose of the chevaux de frise, as they were later known, was to keep horsemen and possibly chariots at a distance from the defenders.




    Not all places needed such ingenuity and labour to render them secure. The natural defensive advantages of the Castle Rock were already noticed and exploited; a settlement stood on top of the rock by about 900 BC. This makes it the longest continuously occupied site in Scotland, though so overlain by later settlements that little can be said about the first one except it was timber-built and metal-working was practised there.7
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    After the Bronze Age followed the Iron Age. Use of the harder metal came in for edged tools, implements and weapons. In Scotland this began in about 250 BC, a couple of centuries behind England and almost a millennium behind the Mediterranean region. Now, for the first time, we can put a name on the people living in the Lothians: the Votadini. They get a mention, among seventeen Scottish tribes, in the description of the known world by Ptolemy, the Greek ‘father of geography’ who lived at Alexandria in Egypt during the second century AD. This is a relatively late date, but the archaeological record offers little room for doubt that the same people occupied the Lothians for several hundred years beforehand and for some centuries afterwards. They belong otherwise to prehistory in the sense they left no written records of themselves, just enigmatic images on standing stones.




    Yet what we know of the Votadini does tell some kind of story. They held sway in the Lothians from long before the Romans came until a little after the Romans left. For this period the historians of Scotland have tended to treat Rome’s imperial stratagems and strongholds as the central topic, with the mere natives as marginal. The account here will take things the other way about.




    Native power had shifted east from Cairnpapple. Some of it may have shifted to what is now Edinburgh, where forts surmounted several of the seven hills. Around Arthur’s Seat lay a cluster of four, which suggests either that this was the area of densest occupation or else that settlement here proved not too successful, since none of the sites would be modified or rebuilt over any length of time. In effect the chieftains might have had to choose between Arthur’s Seat, striking for height and mass, and the Castle Rock, craggy and impressive too, but lower in altitude and so more comfortable and convenient. The Castle Rock won the contest, with permanent results for the shape of the future city.




    To judge from the excavated contents of its midden, rich in fragments of pottery and jewellery, the Castle Rock witnessed a good deal of conspicuous consumption. It is possible the finery came from craftsmen at Duddingston Loch, where the finds of quantities of bronze indicate a local centre of metalworking. This had now become not just a utilitarian but also an aesthetic activity: a sign of cultural advance. At other sites in the city archaeologists have dug up, beside the usual pots and tools, examples of artistry – and of a superlative kind, such as a bronze armlet from Wester Craiglockhart Hill or a scabbard from Mortonhall. The latter’s decoration, brought out by being forged with two alloys of different colours, shows the high skills of Celtic smiths.8




    A second place where native power had shifted lay twenty miles further east, at Traprain Law, on a hump the shape of a whaleback rising 300 feet from the Lothian plain beside the modern A1. It may not be lofty yet it is so conspicuous that, far in the future, local people would come to see in it the hub whence their culture had spread – and in fact, if for reasons they had not thought of, this is not far wrong. One of their myths can be easily disposed of. On the law is a standing stone, the Loth Stone, seven feet high, said to have marked the grave of King Loth, after whom the Lothians are supposed to be named. But excavation revealed no burial and the tradition of the king cannot be traced back before the sixteenth century.




    In this case the reality is more interesting. Traprain, ten times the size of the site on the Castle Rock, formed in all probability the capital of the Votadini (assuming they had a single capital). What has made it famous today is its buried treasure, discovered in 1919 and now on display in the National Museum of Scotland. To judge from four silver coins it contains, they were put in a pit on the law some time between 410 and 425. The rest of the treasure consists of fifty different objects, weighing 54 pounds in all, of no single or definable origin. Few remain entire; most had been cut into pieces and flattened. The largest number are silver pieces for service at table – jugs, goblets, bowls, dishes and spoons. Their motifs depict gods, goddesses and heroes: Pan, Venus and Hercules. But others exhibit Christian iconography, including a silver-gilt flask decorated with biblical scenes, Adam and Eve, the Adoration of the Magi, Moses striking the rock. For what reason did all this come to Traprain, and to be buried there? One theory is that it was loot stolen by the Votadini, another that it made up a votive offering to some Celtic god, a third that it had been sent by the Roman government of Britannia to pay for mercenary services. Possibly an attack on Traprain prompted its concealment – and the man who buried it never survived the conquest of the law by an unknown aggressor.




    The treasure does not exhaust the riches of Traprain. Fresh excavations in 2004 revealed further facets of its long history down to the middle of the first millennium. Over that period it was endowed with ever more elaborate lines of defence while ever more dwellings crowded behind them. It became something greater than a fortress, in fact a densely peopled town. The hundreds of artefacts dug up show it carried on an ample trade with the Romans, ampler than any other place discovered in Scotland. It also boasted its own workshops, where craftsmen cast jewellery in bronze or carved bangles and beads out of oil-shale, a local resource. In exchange for the benefits of civilization it probably sent out the products of nature, for the Romans loved exotic merchandise with a whiff of the barbaric about it, coming from the fringes of the known world – shaggy skins, hunting dogs and so on. In short, Traprain supported the kind of complex community, with division of labour, which could only have been organized under political leadership. Yet somehow it all came to an end here in the middle of the first millennium.9
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    Altogether we can say Edinburgh sits amid both a complex geological and a rich archaeological landscape stretching from Cairnpapple to Traprain. Through seven centuries on the cusp of prehistory and history, fortresses on hills dominated this landscape – just as they dominated the contemporary landscapes of Andalusia or Tuscany under the sway of the Tartessians or the Etruscans. A difference is that in those kinder climes with more advanced civilizations we have a better (if by no means full) record of how a warlike caste of aristocrats lorded it over underlings. But we can argue by analogy, as the Scottish Enlightenment taught we might do, that contemporary life in the Lothians bore some resemblance to the life of these other peoples, even if nature’s gifts here were more niggardly. In Andalusia, from the hot but fertile alluvial plain of the River Guadalquivir there arise ancient strongholds, Carmona or Antequera, which can still overawe travellers approaching from afar. So too, from among the vineyards of Tuscany, can some of the Twelve Cities of the Etruscans, going today under the names of Siena or Perugia. They may remind us of the Scotland of Cairnpapple and Traprain.




    They were heroic societies. Their rulers’ values defined them, in a martial code for noble warriors and valiant victors. These spent their time fighting, hunting or feasting, with more humdrum needs catered for by the toil of bondsmen in the villages at the gates or on the flatland beneath. The rude comforts of a few in the fortresses on hills could still never persuade the Romans their life was anything other than barbarous. Yet finer qualities did temper its primitive traits (which were in any case surely not so much more revolting than those in an imperial culture of amphitheatres and crucifixions).




    While heroic societies had savage hearts, they found a saving grace in their arts. Later contempt or neglect has destroyed much, yet the Celtic artefacts we still possess leave no room for doubt that, in the fortresses on hills, aesthetic qualities counted for a great deal. Poetry formed the other ornament of the culture – oral poetry vanishing into the air with the bards’ breath but so loved as to be remembered through generations. It lived on in the minds and mouths of those bards, the masters of a labyrinthine prosody but also, by extension, the keepers of ancient wisdom. A time at length came when it might be written down, if often much changed meanwhile by transmission through so many individuals.




    A defining work by Maurice Bowra on Heroic Poetry (1952) shows how this art arose in many places at similar stages of human development. In Europe it ranges from the Homeric epics to the Norse sagas to the Nibelungenlied to the Chanson de Roland to El Cid. And heroic poetry may be common not just to Europeans but also to much of the rest of humanity. Bowra passes on to us from the ancient geographer Strabo a report that in Andalusia the Tartessian race sang songs about their ancestors’ deeds; these can hardly have been anything else but heroic and may have recorded something of the history of what the Bible called Tarshish, which was also a promised land for Greek sailors. To the opposite end of the known world, several centuries later, the ferocious Huns swept in from the Asiatic steppes. The name of their leader, Attila, appears as Etzel in the Nibelungenlied, but he did not lack his own bards. When in 446 the Roman senator Priscus visited him on an embassy from the Byzantine Emperor, Attila summoned two of them to recite verses on his victories, while his hardy warriors listened in delight as they relived their old battles in the poetry. Bowra traces further epics among the Asian peoples, the Kalmuks, the Kara-Kirghiz, the Kazakhs, the Ossetes, the Uzbeks and the Yazuts.10




    The Celts partook of this heroic culture. In their case, too, its literary monuments survive. In the British Isles the Celtic languages divided into two branches: the Brythonic spoken in Great Britain and the Goidelic spoken in Ireland, later in Scotland as well. The two branches are also more helpfully known as P-Celtic and Q-Celtic, after a sound-change distinguishing them. They took over the Greek and Latin term for Easter, Pascha, as a loan-word; in Irish and Scots Gaelic it became Caisg, so the sound-change must have happened after the Gaels’ conversion to Christianity in the fifth century. The earliest Goidelic literature, the Ulster Cycle, takes us back to this late Iron Age. The cycle is in prose, but shares with Homer a gruesome realism: war is necessary, yet also terrible. The earliest Brythonic literature dates from the sixth century. Then two bards, Taliesin and Aneirin, sang in Britain. Neither lived in Wales, where the modern descendant of their tongue has become confined. Taliesin hailed from the kingdom of Rheged, with a capital at Carlisle. Aneirin was the bard of the Votadini.
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    In fact Aneirin’s epic is named after his people, in the Brythonic rather than Latin form, Gododdin. It may be scarcely recognized, or recognizable, as the first work of literature from Scotland: that is what it is, all the same. The fact it survives only in a medieval Welsh version does not alter this. Before it was written down, it had over seven centuries been changed by bardic oral transmission. But traces of its remote origin reveal themselves in the extant text by the metre of certain sections and other clues. Kenneth Jackson, professor of Celtic at Edinburgh, described its highly inflected language in 1969 as ‘very early Welsh’, though ‘so full of obscurities’ that it could probably never be translated entire. Yet three versions in English appeared by 1997, the most complete and scholarly from the hand of John Koch. Hugh MacDiarmid, the national bard of the twentieth century, had already found in the poem an essential Scottishness: ‘It is not the glory, but the pity and waste of war that inspires its highest passages.’11




    The Gododdin is about the Battle of Catterick in 598. It marked the first stage in the gradual loss of the Lothians’ Celtic character. The capital of the Votadini is Edinburgh by now, not Traprain. And Edinburgh here for the first time in history bears a name, or names, cognate with its modern one: Din Eidin or Eidyn (meaning the fort on the hill-slope), Eidin Vre (the hill-fort of Eidin), Cyntedd Eidin (Eidin’s capital) or simply Eidin.




    A further point about Edinburgh is made with a heroic epithet. Like ‘cloud-capped Ilium’ or ‘Athens crowned with violets’, it was ‘Eidyn of the goldsmiths’, a place where the Celtic craftsmen wrought under royal patronage – and so each of the warriors riding away for the battle wore a golden torque around his neck. King Mynyddog the Wealthy had beforehand feasted them for a whole year in his great hall on the Castle Rock. He did not in the event accompany their expedition for some reason, so the poem starts off in praise of a different chief, possibly Cynan of Traprain, destined not to come back. Another warrior mentioned, just once, is Arthur, who evidently has yet to embark on his career as the greatest defender of the Britons against Germanic invasion; he may have been at Mynyddog’s feasts because he lived hard by at Arthur’s Seat.12




    The warriors, like future generations of young men in the Lothians, spent much of their time drinking and fighting:




    

      

        

          

            

              Mynog Gododdin traethiannor;




              Mynog am ran cwyniador.




              RhagEidyn, arial fflam, nid argor.




              Efdodes ei ddilys yng nghynnor;




              Efdodes rhag trin tewddor.




              Yn arial ar ddywal disgynnwys.




              Can llewes, porthes mawrbwys.




              O osgordd Fynyddog ni ddiangwys




              Namyn un, arf amddiffryt, amddiffwys.




              A lord of Gododdin will be praised in song:




              A lordly patron will be lamented.




              Before Eidyn, fierce flame, he will not return.




              He set his picked men in the vanguard:




              He set a stronghold at the front.




              In full force he attacked a fierce foe.




              Since he feasted, he bore great hardship.




              Of Mynyddog’s war-band none escaped




              Save one, blade-brandishing, dreadful.13


            


          


        


      


    




    The collective noun used by Aneirin for his heroes is Brythonaid, Britons. These set off to attack a ruler of a different race, Aethelfrith the Twister as they called him, King of Bernicia. Covering modern Northumberland and County Durham, his was a kingdom of the Angles, who had crossed the North Sea from what is now Schleswig-Holstein in Germany; the Gododdin referred to them as (among other things) English or Saxons. Their capital lay at Bamburgh, also a fortress on a hill but one rising straight from the sea, visible from miles away along the coast. It had been captured from the Votadini only about fifty years before, probably by a band of pirates. Now came the time for vengeance on the aliens.




    The battle took place south of the River Tees at Catterick on the old Roman road, Dere Street, down which the Celtic force no doubt advanced. Though the Celts seem to have won the encounter, Aneirin says the slaughter was so terrible that he alone survived – or almost alone (the detail varies and may be hyperbole typical of the genre). He sits down to tell the tale and sing the deeds of the dead heroes. Most of the poem is a lament, or series of laments, for them. It offers the first example of this most enduring of Scottish literary and musical genres.




    The Gododdin, composed for oral recitation, exhibits the typical literary devices of heroic verse the world over, which need not detain us further here. In psychological interest it is vastly inferior to Homer; but it yields some fascinating factual detail. The attackers appear to have been mainly armoured cavalry, skilled in throwing spears and fighting with the sword from horseback; Julius Caesar had seen just the same tactical skills among the tribes he encountered in the Gallic Wars. The Votadini were Christians (though their allies, the Scots and Picts, were not) while the Anglian foe was heathen. Once the Celts reached Catterick, the Christians among them did penance in preparation for the carnage to come. After, rather than before, the religious rites, presumably, the whole lot of them got drunk and in that condition launched their assault (as Scots regiments still did in the First World War). Bards urged them on, like the pipers of a later age.
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    If this detail is reliable, how had the Votadini become Christians? There is no direct answer in the Gododdin or anywhere else. But a couple of possibilities suggest themselves. One is that contact with the Romans had, after the conversion of Constantine in 336, carried the empire’s new official religion across its northernmost frontier. Romano-British Christianity is recorded even before this date. Early converts included the father and grandfather of St Patrick, who was born in about 372 at a place that could have been in Scotland, called Bannavem Taberniae. If this Christianity collapsed after the retreat of the legions, however, the country might have had to be re-evangelized.




    That brings us to a second possibility. The earliest known preacher of the gospel in Scotland, at about the turn of the fifth century, was St Ninian. He sailed from France to Galloway and erected a stone structure with the help of masons he brought with him, since the natives could build only in wattle and daub; his white church, shining across the Bay of Wigtown, was called Candida Casa. The Venerable Bede’s history mentions Ninian as a ‘most reverend bishop and holy man of the British nation, who had been regularly instructed at Rome in the faith and mysteries of the truth’. Ninian also has a biography written 800 years later by Ailred, abbot of Rievaulx in Yorkshire. In it, early attainments in Rome win Ninian the favourable notice of a pope who sends him on a mission to convert the British pagans, in particular the Picts. Ailred tells us that, on Ninian’s first foray from Candida Casa, they rushed to ‘renounce Satan with all his pomps and works and to be joined to the body of the believers by faith, by confession and by the sacraments’. Ninian ‘ordained priests, consecrated bishops, distributed ecclesiastical dignities and divided the whole land into parishes’.14




    Actually there were no parishes in Scotland until much later. Other points cast doubt on Ailred’s narrative. Ninian was not a novice but a bishop, and it would have been unusual for a bishop even in the Dark Ages to be sent to a permanent posting beyond the bounds of civilization, unless to a community of Christians already there. It sounds as if he and his masons knew in advance where they were going and what they were doing: perhaps following an established route for trade from France through the narrow seas off Great Britain to where a missionary base stood ready, sited among existing converts. To put the matter another way, neither the economic nor the religious legacy of Rome had been altogether lost in these parts.




    In none of this has anything been said about the Votadini. Yet it is not impossible Ninian had established contact with them. He came for the sake of the Picts, and the nearest Picts to Candida Casa lived in central Scotland, a borderland contested among the indigenous peoples; the Pictish presence is revealed by the prefix Pit- on certain place-names (such as Pittendreich in Midlothian).15 The one spot specifically commemorating the missionary lies in this stretch of country, at St Ninian a mile or two south of Stirling, where he may have founded a church to evangelize the local fortress on a hill. The Votadini were almost neighbours further down the Forth, so it ought to have been easy for a keen preacher to reach out to them too.




    Whatever disdainful Romans thought, it never proved hard to bring the Celts within the pale of civilization, in a religious or in a more general sense. During the Middle Ages their culture would fuse with Christianity into a rich literary mysticism. It nourished itself from what was called the Matter of Britain, the corpus of native legend transmuted from its primitive origins into poetic enchantment for all Europe, not just in the medieval era but right down to modern times. It consists mainly of Arthurian romances, though there is a parallel if less copious tradition of Tristan and Isolde.




    This particular tale rests on a classic triangle of doomed love – doomed by King Mark, to whom Isolde is betrothed even while being swept off her feet by Tristan. It arose in the Celtic countries, but the modern versions allude only to Ireland and Cornwall: Mark is King of Cornwall, Isolde is said to have come from Chapelizod, today a suburb of Dublin. Yet one source, an anonymous Welsh text of the fifteenth or sixteenth century, sets the tragedy in Celyddon, or the Caledonian Forest.16 The fact this is a single source does not discredit it. All these old legends persisted in many variants, most now lost, and it is matter of chance which survived. More to the point, a Caledonian origin for Tristan looks plausible because his is a Pictish name: there are numerous Drusts or Drustans in the king-lists of his people. He could have come south, among the Votadini for example, through the Celtic custom of fosterage, which placed young sons of a chief in the care of another, to be brought up by him and to cement an alliance. The custom would endure for centuries ahead, into the dawn of the modern era. The Gododdin refers to a foster-son or brother as cimelt or comelt; the Scots Gaelic for fosterage is comhdhaltas, an abstract noun from the same root. Tristan’s shortest road to Cornwall from Pictland would have run through the territory of the Votadini. Perhaps he grew to manhood during fosterage at Traprain or Din Eidyn.17
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    A conjectural history of the Votadini has been pursued here so far as it can be, even a little further, with scant reference to the stock starting point for Scottish history: the Roman occupation of territory up to the isthmus between the Rivers Forth and Clyde. To justify the switch of focus it may be pointed out that the presence of the legions in fact consisted of a series of brief incursions – though the historical record is patchy and the dates are often less than certain.




    The Emperor Claudius had led an invasion across the English Channel in AD 43 to found the province of Britannia, but the Romans did not reach Scotland until 79. Gnaeus Julius Agricola, their governor, then mounted an offensive to the River Tay. He built forts along the way, before forming a chain of military outposts across from Forth to Clyde. Campaigns north of this frontier continued, until in 82 he brought the Celtic tribes to decisive battle at Mons Graupius and crushed them. Their defeated leader was the first native whose name we know, Calgacus the Swordsman. All these events found their historian in Agricola’s son-in-law, Tacitus, who ascribes to the Celts far finer moral qualities than any the Romans can show.




    The annals of Britannia then peter out: Agricola just says the province was at once thrown away. By the end of the first century, in any event, the Romans had retreated to the line of Hadrian’s Wall, along the River Tyne and over to the Solway Firth in England. They did not come back until 138 in the reign of the Emperor Antoninus Pius. He sent his governor, Quintus Lollius Urbicus, on campaign to reoccupy the south of Scotland. A new imperial frontier was fixed at the Antonine Wall, built from the present Bo’ness on the Forth to Old Kilpatrick on the Clyde. Guarded by nineteen forts with milecastles in-between, it consisted of a barrier of turf 10 feet high and 15 feet wide, with a still wider ditch, 40 feet across, on the northern side. Less elaborate defences extended from the ends of the wall proper along the southern shores of both the Clyde and Forth – in the latter case with garrisons at Cramond and at Inveresk. From here also, out of moorings at the mouths of the River Almond or River Esk, fleets could pursue and punish the barbarians beyond the cordon of military occupation.




    Yet the toil and trouble of constructing such a salient imperial frontier soon turned out to have been wasted. The name the Romans called their new territory behind it, Britannia Barbarica, underlines their difficulties. About this time the historical murk is thick, but what we can discern seems to show subdued tribes south of the wall in grumbling rebellion and untamed tribes north of the wall penetrating it whenever they bothered to exert themselves. Before long the Romans had had their fill. After two or three decades they pulled out again.18




    A policy had failed. But on Roman frontiers, as on many others’ frontiers through history, policy was ambiguous. It veered on the one hand from the concept of a clean, clear difference between what was empire and what was not, marked on the ground by a wall, to, on the other hand, the concept of a buffer zone, of defence in depth, of a cushion between barbarism and civility with scope both for absorption of attacks and for preparation of offensives, without disruption to the pax Romana further south. From Berlin to Kabul, modern Europe and modern Asia have found themselves between the same two military minds.
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    It is from this short phase of occupation in the middle of the second century that Roman remains in Scotland are richest. The Antonine Wall itself survives in some shape over quite lengthy stretches. Excavations around Edinburgh have revealed more about the eastward extension of its defensive system. They show Cramond had a stone-built castellum with a small settlement outside the walls and probably a harbour at the mouth of the Almond, though no trace of this remains. It was a bog-standard military base and depot, full of storehouses and workshops, made somewhat more comfortable by the perquisite of warm baths for the troops. Gaulish legionaries occupied it, according to the inscriptions on its altars.




    Inveresk was different, with a far bigger civilian presence. The settlement outside its walls represented the nearest thing to a Roman town in Scotland. Villas with hypocausts lined streets leading to the gates of the fort. Beyond lay fields, enclosures and tracks wandering off into the countryside. No doubt it was the proximity to the Votadini at Traprain that accounts for an impression of bustle. Resident at Inveresk was an imperial procurator, an official of the Roman state, by the name of Quintus Lusius Sabinianus; he dedicated an altar to Apollo, god of the sun, or of the light and reason he had come to spread here in the dark, wild north.




    What were his duties? One probability is that Sabinianus regulated relations between the occupying power and the local chiefs. He seems to have made a good job of it, so long as Pictish marauders from beyond the Antonine Wall could be kept at bay. Inveresk and Traprain after all exhibit every sign of peaceful coexistence, of amity between the Romans and the Votadini. The tribe became not a little romanized, its eagerness to learn proving as important in this respect as the imperial example. To become romanized meant, in one basic sense, to establish durable order. The realm of the Votadini was durable, which must have meant it was in some degree ordered, independently of the legions’ fitful presence.




    Of course, the Votadini may have been paid to stay quiet, a common enough imperial practice. Then they would have counted as clients of Rome rather than allies. Negative evidence of the more commendable kind of relationship lies in the fact that there are few Roman sites elsewhere on the territory of the Votadini, apart from the roads crossing it: in other words, no need existed for military installations on the scale of the Antonine Wall to the west. In the peaceful hinterland the Romans could stick to routes leading straight to the bases and leave the Votadini to their own devices in the fortresses on hills.




    The line of the main Roman road, Dere Street, followed the modern A68. Coming up from Hadrian’s Wall by way of Jedburgh and Melrose, it swung into Lothian over Soutra Hill. When its extant remains disappear, by the traffic lights at Nether Liberton, it is on a heading to take it along the southern side of the Meadows (in Roman times the shore of a loch) towards a crossing of the Water of Leith near Dean Village. So the Roman road and the Castle Rock, with a fortress of the Votadini crowning it, stood within immediate sight and reach of each other: something surely unlikely unless the relationship on both sides had been easy.




    An easy relationship was not what other tribes sought or found. The Romans, even after their withdrawal from the Antonine Wall in about 160, still mounted punitive expeditions. A major encounter took place under the Emperor Septimius Severus in 208–9. But a few years later all the legionary and auxiliary garrisons were gone from Scotland once more, and gone for good. In fact it appears the Roman Empire had long given up hope of permanently occupying territory north of Hadrian’s Wall. Rather, the tables were now turned as barbarians threatened its territory to the south. The Picts again proved particularly troublesome. In 296 and in 306 they assaulted the frontier of Britannia. In 367 they joined Scots and Saxons in the Barbaric Conspiracy, which overran the province as far south as London. Restoration of order took two years. By now the final Roman retreat to the Continent lay less than half a century away.




    We are looking, then, at just about five decades of the Romans’ presence in one region of Scotland, out of the four centuries they ruled Britannia. Even so, we ought not to underrate the reach of imperial power or its flexible response to native society. The legions’ comings and goings in the south of Scotland during the four centuries might have masked relative stability in the north of Scotland – here, too, there could have been some semblance of pax Romana. It is perhaps no accident how in the Northern and Western Isles the brochs, the natives’ massive round towers of stone, fell into disuse during the period, to be replaced by less obviously defensive types of settlement. For tribes nearer at hand, the economics of cooperation with Rome must have offered a better deal than the fickle fortunes of war. A new plenty does seem to have been the reward for spells of peace in these parts, with comparative security fostering nascent development. Cohesion – political, religious and military – was Rome’s gift to the peoples who would fuse to form the first kingdoms in Scotland: an achievement beyond the reach of their still tribal cousins in Ireland, where the legions never went.19
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    The Dark Ages followed. With the prop of Rome removed, native chiefs were no longer strong enough to hold off foreign marauders hungry for territory and power. These had put in an appearance even before the legions went home. Now they swarmed around like packs of ravening wolves. Among other aggressors, the Gaelic-speaking Scots from Ireland colonized Dalriada, comprising much of present-day Argyll. On the opposite side of the country, the Votadini had to face the Germanic assault from across the North Sea.




    According to the Gododdin, the Battle of Catterick inflicted terrible casualties on both sides. But in the end it clearly weakened the Votadini more than the Angles. Soon Aethelfrith of Bernicia recovered enough from his defeat (if that was what it had been) to expand his realm, and fast. In 603 he beat the Scots of Dalriada at the Battle of Degsastan. In 605 he attacked a rival Anglian kingdom to the south, Deira, covering most of Yorkshire. He expelled its ruler, Edwin, and fused both Anglian realms into Northumbria. Here Aethelfrith, ‘a very powerful and ambitious king’ according to Bede, reigned until his death in 617.




    Then Edwin, a man of ‘proud mind’, made a comeback aided by Saxon allies. Seizing the throne of united Northumbria, he ushered in a golden age. He converted to Christianity in 627, having been moved by a parable of human life that one of his warriors told him – of a sparrow that flutters out of the winter’s night into the warmth and light of a lord’s great hall then in a moment flutters out into the cold and darkness once more. Yet Edwin also continued to wage war, now northwards into Tweeddale. When he was killed in battle in 634, Northumbria for a time fell apart again. But the setback hardly sapped the vigour of the Angles. Aethelfrith’s son Oswald had taken refuge on Iona, so he spoke Gaelic; more to the point, he too had converted to Christianity, turning ‘humble, kindly and generous to the poor’. Now he made his own comeback with help from his friends, the Scots of Dalriada. He invited an Irish monk from Iona, St Aidan, to found the monastery of Lindisfarne on Holy Island. At the same time, aggressive expansion resumed. In 638 Oswald’s army of Bernicia besieged and captured Edinburgh.20




    That marked the end of the Votadini as an independent people. One chieftain, Cunedda, had led a band of warriors off to Wales, where he helped to repel an invasion of Scots from Ireland. He was able to set himself up in a new home on distant soil, a little like Aeneas coming to Latium from the fall of Troy. Cunedda’s dynasty ruled in Gwynedd for several centuries. Out of it arose the native Princes of Wales.
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    Edinburgh meanwhile was no longer a Celtic capital but the northern bastion of a kingdom which at length would merge into England. One way and another, it retained a frontiersman’s role for the next millennium. Its site is strategic, after all. The Castle Rock, if second in altitude to Arthur’s Seat, offers the most defensible position of any among the heights rising out of the coastal plain of the Lothians. Here it is at its narrowest where the ranges of Moorfoot and Pentland Hills approach the firth, before the terrain opens out again into the central belt of Scotland. Edinburgh would in a more distant future defend the gap against attacks coming across a frontier to the south. For the present, with a frontier to the north, it stood sentinel over the way into England. For either task the Castle Rock offered great advantages: natural security, visual prominence, ready control of passing traffic, supplies from a fertile hinterland. The advantages were reinforced by a further, detailed military consideration – girt on three sides by cliffs, the summit could be reached from the fourth side only up a long, narrow slope growing steeper towards the top. This was fine as a fortress; but scarcely promising as the site for a city.




    On the Castle Rock no trace remains of the Anglian occupation. For the Kings of Northumbria, Bamburgh took precedence as the first seat of their monarchy, conquered by their heroic ancestors. But it was a feature of the new barbaric order in Britain, as in the rest of Europe after the collapse of the Roman Empire, that the kings resided from time to time at any one of several strongholds. Right into the Middle Ages, they would progress around them through the year, at each one exercising power and authority, dispensing justice, offering hospitality or patronage, with their hangers-on getting through huge quantities of food and other provisions. From the surrounding countryside they commandeered what they wanted – cattle, corn, services in kind – until a time came for them to move on and drain the resources from some other community. At their pleasure they even set limits to where the people might live and work. Beyond its farmland Midlothian was stern and wild, a country of hills and moors. Such ground would later be termed forest: a Scottish technical term still in use, meaning not necessarily a landscape of trees but rather one reserved for hunting. This was how the king and his warriors spent their days, before they retired at night to the Castle Rock for rest and recreation. There the middens now filled up with bones of deer or boar.




    Behind the northern frontier guarded by Edinburgh, deeper changes went on. Lothian lost its pure Celtic character as it was settled by the Angles, who spoke a Northumbrian dialect of Old English. W. F. C. Nicolaisen, the historian of Scottish place-names, concluded on linguistic grounds that Whittingehame and Tyningham in East Lothian were among their earliest settlements, followed by Carrington and Haddington, then by Morham and Oldhamstocks. The progression indicates how the Angles came first to the coasts and the valleys of important rivers, before moving on and up to wherever they could find fertile ground – but not into the hills, the refuge of the Celts. The Northumbrian dialect of Old English was the ancestor of modern Scots. The precise quality of the vowel-sounds may have changed since, but the people used words like bairn for a child, daur for dare, swallie for swallow, neep for turnip and bleeze for blaze, all still to be heard on the streets of Edinburgh today. Robert Burns’s line in ‘To a Mouse’, when he offers the terrified little animal ‘a daimen icker in a thrave’ (the odd ear in twenty-four sheaves), is Northumbrian.21




    A fresh society took shape. The king or his officers on the Castle Rock claimed their supplies and services from a group of settlements that would by this tribute be taught to think and act together. That way they at length turned into the county of Midlothian, stretching from Kirkliston in the west to Inveresk in the east, and from Cramond by the sea to Penicuik at the foot of the hills. To the eastern side of the Castle Rock lay fine arable land, which teams of oxen had from time out of mind ploughed for cereal crops: oats and bere (the northern six-rowed barley) with a little wheat and rye. Some place-names here, such as Dalkeith, ‘wooded valley’, date back to before the coming of the Angles; pockets of Celts might have managed to survive displacement of the rest. To the western side of the Castle Rock the land was more rolling and less fertile. Its people lived rather from grazing cattle and sheep over meadows by the rivers and on slopes above them, or from fattening pigs on acorns and beechmast in the woods. Here, on inferior soil, there are more Celtic place-names, as well as mixed ones: Cramond ‘fort on the Almond’, Corstorphine, ‘cross of Thorfinn’.22




    Edinburgh itself acquired its hybrid name from the Anglian overlay of a Celtic past. The Edin- element, for the hill-slope, is well attested by the prime Brythonic source, the Gododdin, at the end of the sixth century, before the Angles got anywhere near the place; the same element is found in Edinbane, Edingight and other undoubtedly Celtic place-names around Scotland. What happened now was addition of an Anglo-saxon suffix, -burh, which (like the Din of Din Eidyn) means fortress. The idea it was renamed after King Edwin of Northumbria (dead by the time of its capture and the foe of its captor) is demonstrably false.23




    Societies on frontiers develop in robust ways. This one for now formed part of Northumbria, the strongest Germanic kingdom in Britain, expanding on every hand. To its south it overcame another Anglian rival, Mercia, though at the cost of death in battle for Oswald, the conqueror of Edinburgh, in 642. Because he had been a Christian and the Mercians were heathen, he counted as a martyr – and so a pious warmonger won sainthood. His triumphant enemies dismembered his corpse but others rescued the bits, which were venerated as religious relics for centuries ahead. Under his brother and successor, Oswy (also brought up on Iona), Northumbria advanced against the Celts too. To the west, Oswy acquired their realm of Rheged by marriage in about 645. That carried his power to the Solway Firth on the opposite side of Scotland. He pushed yet further into Galloway. By 720 an Anglian bishop held the see of Whithorn; the Northumbrian name, hwit aern, ‘white house’, merely translates Candida Casa.24




    Northern expansion proved tougher. The Forth made a logical and defensible frontier but Oswy’s son, Egfrith, was too rash to rest content with this. He sought to extend his sway over the Picts on the opposite shore. His forward policy was not crude: it had a religious or cultural as well as military dimension. About 680 he erected a bishopric and monastery at Abercorn on the upper reaches of the firth under one Trumwin, so-called Bishop of the Picts. But these proved unreceptive to his missionary blandishments. So in 685 Egfrith set out to subdue them by force, only to meet crushing defeat at the Battle of Nechtansmere (Dunnichen in Angus). Here Brude, King of the Picts, halted Egfrith’s advance and killed him. Trumwin and his monks fled Abercorn, though a religious establishment of some sort seems to have survived on the spot.




    Northumbrian power had overreached itself and went into decline. A respite came during the peaceful reign of Egfrith’s successor, Aldfrith. But his death in 704 opened decades of dynastic struggle, chronic instability and general mayhem. As if that were not enough, Vikings sacked Lindisfarne in 793, the first of many grievous depredations. It marked the beginning of the end for Northumbria. In 867 the kingdom was absorbed into the Danelaw after being ravaged by the brothers Halfdan Ragnarsson and Ivar the Boneless.25
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    Yet the influence of Northumbria proved not so transient as its political history suggests. Its vivid culture would in the long run outshine the military prowess that had fused it in the short run. Both combined a native energy and a gift for fruitful reaction with the alien environment into which they had moved. Close contact with the Celts, indeed rule over Celts, made Northumbria the least Germanic of the Anglo-Saxon kingdoms.




    Above all, Northumbria’s religion was Celtic. King Oswald had after the conversion of his people called on the spiritual resources of Iona, the monastery off the faraway western coast of Scotland founded in the previous century by the Irish prince St Columba. The men of God who answered the call brought their own form of divinity with them. Long cut off at the edge of the known world, Celtic Christianity had developed a character deviant from that found otherwise in the western Christendom directed from Rome.




    Minor procedural differences existed (how to reckon the date of Easter, how to cut a tonsure) of which too much was made at the time and later. A more important distinction lay in the less hierarchical nature of the Celtic Church. It set great store by monastic life, yet its religious communities were not closed. Members of one order of monks, the Culdees (Céli Dé, servants of God), combined their vocation with the kind of ministry to the faithful that elsewhere was carried out by the secular clergy; since Culdees could marry, they no doubt gave better advice than a celibate priesthood would have done. For any religious who were reluctant to submit to monastic rule the Celtic Church countenanced, just as happily, the hermit’s life of solitary contemplation. This was quite different from Rome’s growing obsession with authority and hierarchy. The Celtic Church more truly renounced the world, demanding greater and greater severities of its ascetic monks and hermits. But it gave the world back its devotion to learning and the arts.




    In Northumbria this made for a culture deeper and more complex than in the Saxon kingdoms to the south, even those that Rome’s emissary, St Augustine, had meanwhile converted to Christianity. Northumbrian art was rich. It survives in metalwork, in stone carvings, especially crosses, and in illuminated manuscripts. It combines Celtic and Anglian elements with possibly others. The art of Celts and Angles alike had started out from traditions of fine metalwork, adorned by animal or abstract figures and used for personal adornment by their chiefs. For their part the Picts had stonecutters who produced intricate, not to say exuberant, monumental carving. At Abercorn, the missionary site on the frontier, the three material cultures may have come together. The present medieval church there (dating from the twelfth century) holds pieces of the lofty standing crosses that had earlier adorned the site. To judge from their admittedly fragmentary remains, they combined the indigenous styles so as to cover every available surface with complex patterns and pictures, barbaric and fantastic but mixed with Christian motifs as well. The kings or abbots who patronized such meticulous labour of decoration wanted to see at the end of it objects of dazzling virtuosity in order to overawe a society of no other visual sophistication. Their legacy lies not so much in the specific stylistic features as in a fundamental departure from anything that might be called classical. The barely controllable energy of their northern style, spiralling across formal partitions, mixing the figurative with the ornamental, would become a feature of later medieval art, especially Gothic art. In the Lothian region mere shivers of all this survive but at least there is a complete example, in the Ruthwell Cross, from another far-flung Northumbrian frontier.




    The Ruthwell Cross is now housed within its local church in Dumfriesshire, across the Border hills from Edinburgh. Dating from the eighth century it is, at eighteen feet high, the finest remaining Scottish example of its type. Presbyterian iconoclasts smashed it in 1664 but in 1818 the Reverend Henry Duncan, the versatile philanthropist who also founded the Trustee Savings Banks, restored it. Made whole again, it revealed how the original stonecutters had carved, as well as the crucified Christ and other sacred images, an inscription in runes, giving in their Northumbrian dialect a couple of lines from ‘The Dream of the Rood’. To appear in such a context this anonymous poem must have been widely known to the Germanic peoples of Great Britain. Its complete text (preserved elsewhere, notably in the Vercelli Codex), offers insight into the culture behind the Cross. Its vocabulary comes out of the heroic corpus: ealdgewyrhtum, in the brave days of yore; aergewin, hereditary enmity; middangeard, ‘Middle Earth’ or present reality; wyrd, Fate. Yet in the poem old heathen words acquire new spiritual meanings. And they are, extraordinarily, spoken by an inanimate object, the Rood itself; it is suddenly hard to overlook that, fifteen miles away from Ruthwell at Ellisland, Burns was a millennium later the author of poems, ‘The Brigs of Ayr’ or ‘The Humble Petition of Bruar Water’, which also let the inanimate join in creation’s song. The inscription at Ruthwell reads:




    

      

        

          

            

              Krist wæs on rodi. Hwepræ


              per fusæ fearran kwomu


              Æppilæ til anum.


              


              Christ was on the cross. Yet


              The brave came there from afar


              To their lord.


            


          


        


      


    




    If the poem was moving simple pilgrims’ hearts here in a remote outpost of Northumbria, we need hardly doubt it also gave pause to great men on the Castle Rock of Edinburgh. The blend of the Celtic and the Germanic set in motion the culture of the future city.26
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    Northumbrian religion left other enduring memories and traditions in Scotland. One was of its best-loved figure, St Cuthbert. He had been born in 635 into a poor family near Melrose (which also lay on the frontier of Anglian settlement, to judge from its Celtic name: maol ros, ‘bare moor’). No doubt it, too, was a place where two cultures mixed, enriching the life of a man destined to attain heroic sanctity. At the age of sixteen, while keeping sheep, he had a vision of the soul of St Aidan being carried to heaven by angels, though it did not at once impel him into religious life. He spent a few years as a soldier of King Oswy in the English campaigns. Only then did Cuthbert enter the monastery at his birthplace. He soon impressed his superiors. When monks from Melrose were sent to found a new monastery at Ripon in Yorkshire, it was he who led them.




    By now the Celtic Christianity fostered under the Kings of Northumbria was coming to a crisis. Oswy had a Kentish consort, Queen Aethelburga, who followed the Roman usage introduced by St Augustine at Canterbury. No doubt for the sake of a quiet life, Oswy decided to resolve the differences. Probably he put the pressure first on new religious foundations: in 661 Ripon fell into line with Rome. Cuthbert and others preferred to go back to Melrose, where in 664 he became prior. But in the same year the Synod of Whitby was summoned to settle the disputes between Roman and Celtic Christianity. St Wilfred of York took the lead for Rome. He urged the synod to accept not just a different calendar and style of tonsure but also a centralized diocesan structure. The Celts were defeated. Led by Bishop Colman of Lindisfarne, they trailed back to Iona. But this time Cuthbert recalled his vow of obedience and acquiesced in the new order. For his proven qualities of leadership and holiness, he was sent to take over at Lindisfarne and smoothe a painful transition. Still, he did not forget the old ways; in 676 he retired to live as a hermit on Farne Island. There he stayed, with brief interruptions, until his death in 687.




    Cuthbert won a lasting place in his people’s hearts, Celts and Angles alike. In fact, he was at length adopted as the patron saint of Edinburgh. The church with the most ancient tradition in the city is dedicated to him. It stands at the western end of Princes Street, picturesque and unrelated to the Georgian formalities nearby, below the level of the modern roadway, a refuge from commerce and commotion, its trees shading the graves where dead generations sleep. It is there because it occupies the site of its medieval forerunner, first mentioned in 1127 (and possibly founded during the previous century). The churchyard then formed one shore of the Nor’ Loch, already a haven of peace under the stern visage of the Castle Rock.




    Later, at the Reformation of 1560, people called to mind once again the ancient tension between the Celtic and Roman strains of Scottish Christianity. Protestantism represented in one way a conscious effort to restore primitive purity to religion. That was a special enthusiasm of George Buchanan, first lay Moderator of the General Assembly of the Church of Scotland and tutor to James VI and I, in whom the Union of Crowns between Scotland and England would take effect in 1603. Buchanan claimed the old Culdees as Protestants before their time, defenders of the Celtic Church against Roman corruption. Whether true or not this proved a potent myth, revived once again when Scottish Christianity faced another great crisis at the Disruption of the Kirk in 1843.27




    

      [image: ]


    




    A problem with the Scottish appropriation of Cuthbert is that he could scarcely have regarded himself as a Scot. Indeed he was not: despite Lothian’s political and economic importance to the future Scotland, before the Middle Ages descendants of its Anglian settlers would never be thought of as Scots. In the days of Cuthbert the Scots formed only one of several kingdoms at the northern end of Great Britain, and the nearest lived some way from Edinburgh.




    To be sure, these Scots, after invading from Ireland in the fifth century, had extended their original realm of Dalriada eastwards. They ran up against the Picts and warred with them for a couple of hundred years. The King of Scots, Kenneth MacAlpine, inflicted a decisive defeat on the last King of the Picts, Drust IX, in 843 – the date by which later generations marked the beginning of Scotland as a monarchy and a nation.




    Even then the resulting fusion of Gael and Pict, ruled from Scone on the Tay, covered no more than the central parts of the country and, notably, not the Lothian region of the Angles. Nor could the future expansion of the Kingdom of Scots have been a foregone conclusion. On the contrary, an evolution is not hard to envisage by which Edinburgh would have become part of England rather than Scotland – if in that case Scotland could ever have coalesced into a nation at all.




    Yet, while the political geography of the future remained veiled amid the current congeries of kingdoms, in Great Britain as a whole the differences between the English and the rest already existed and were already sensed. Scotland began to discern a threat from the south, from Wessex in particular, far away though it was. The Kings of Wessex set about demanding, and getting, homage from lesser rulers. That was how in the end they created England. They could conceive of this national entity long before its actual formation, while the Anglo-Saxons still lived in separate kingdoms or were being ravaged by the Vikings. But they would only be able to form England and Englishness by excluding what was non-English, in particular what was Celtic. The southern part of Great Britain would as a result see the rise of two nations, the English and the Welsh, with the latter pushed off among their mountains and valleys. The northern part of Great Britain saw the rise of one nation, the Scots – formed haltingly and out of more diverse origins, yet in the end one nation all the same.




    That is to say, the making of Scotland turned out to be qualitatively different from the making of England. This fact has left its mark down to the present. Scotland took longer to weld into one because she could only ever be put together from a motley mix of peoples – the Britons, the Gaels, the Picts, the Angles, later the Vikings and the Normans. Nor without Edinburgh could the nation have become what it is, or even have existed at all. In the end the various elements, the original Celtic stock along with the incomers, learned to live together. An idea of Scotland emerged to which all could subscribe. Scottishness was slow to crystallize but was inclusive, rather than sooner-formed but exclusive after the English manner.




    One consequence, for good or ill, was that Scotland still bore marks of her remote origins a millennium after the country came into being. The names of the petty kingdoms where her indigenous peoples had dwelt – Lothian, Moray, Fife, Galloway and more – survived up to and beyond the Union with England in 1707; another, Strathclyde, was to be resurrected in the late twentieth century as a monstrous local authority. On several occasions the patchwork might have dissolved. Scotland did manage to maintain her independence into the dawn of the modern era, but she was always a nation more untidy, precarious and provisional than others, than her southern neighbour especially, and never able to efface her variegations through any durable centralizing force: all the better for that, Scots would say. But this came at a price.
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    While from the time of Kenneth MacAlpine the fates of Scotland’s peoples would be linked, in harmony or discord, two more centuries were needed for his dynasty to extend its rule to them all. It is true his grandson Donald II (889–900) already used the Gaelic title rì Alban, King of Alba, implying dominion over the whole northern end of Great Britain. The aspirations may have been fired by the collapse of Northumbria, by a turn of the tide against the Vikings and by the fact that English resurgence was starting up safely far away under the House of Wessex. Even so, the title as yet represented ambition rather than achievement. It would take time for the House of MacAlpine to feel at home anywhere else than in its Scoto-Pictish heartland. Its kings cast, however, jealous eyes on Lothian, the most fertile part of the future Scotland. They began to probe forward across the Northumbrian frontier on the Forth.




    A detailed account of the political ebb and flow would become tedious, even if its history were fully known (which it is not). One signpost appears in 973, when several other rulers in Great Britain did homage to King Edgar of Wessex at Chester, in token of which they flexed their own royal muscles to row him down the River Dee. At this point he seems to have recognized, in some form, the claim to Lothian by Kenneth II, King of Scots. In reality the claim remained far from sure. The next King of Scots, Malcolm II (1005–34), almost forfeited it again when after his accession he led a hasty invasion of Northumberland, now a mere English earldom, and got as far as Durham before being beaten back with great loss. He would soon learn better, to be remembered in the end as a pious Christian and powerful commander.




    All came right for the Scots by 1018. The English had been under attack from King Canute of Denmark, who managed to seize their throne. Malcolm II, in alliance with Owain, King of Strathclyde, saw an opportunity in England’s difficulty. They assailed and defeated Uhtred, Earl of Northumberland, at Carham on the southern bank of the River Tweed. As a result the Scots could turn their temporary occupation of Lothian into permanent possession. The old Northumbria was partitioned in effect along a fresh frontier on the Tweed. Edinburgh’s role in defending it remained as important as when the Castle Rock had stood guard behind the previous frontier at the Forth. The new one would still be disputed for two centuries: the Kings of Scots coveted Northumberland too, while the English fought back. But Scotland now included, and would forever include, Edinburgh.
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    The House of MacAlpine brought Gaelic ascendancy to its enlarged realm – if for a matter of decades only, until the culture and tongue of the dynasty changed and set off the decline in Gaeldom which has continued ever since. The Gaelic language was for the time being spoken everywhere in that realm except among the Vikings of the far north and in the Lothians just annexed from Northumbria. Here too, though, an elite of Gaels moved in. We can tell as much from the place-names in Edinburgh’s suburbs, Comiston or Gilmerton, dating back to that era. From the Anglian peasantry the names took one element, the Northumbrian -ton, meaning a fenced settlement. But by the other element they also commemorate the incoming Gaelic lords: Comiston for Colman (or Columba), and Gilmerton for Gilmour, devotee of the Virgin Mary. The Gaels did not just drive out the incumbent Northumbrian lords, however. There was room enough for everybody. The basic mixed Celto-Germanic stock of the population, descended from the Votadini and the Angles of Bernicia, merely mingled with the new Gaelic (perhaps we should say Scottish) or indeed Viking blood which arrived, as shown up by the personal names in the surviving records. It was a racial rainbow. The Lothians’ leaders all the same developed solidarity and staying power, future proof against both royal encroachment and foreign aggression.28




    Malcolm II further cemented his monarchy. His ally Owain had died at the Battle of Carham or soon afterwards. The astute King of Scots took the opportunity to win the succession to Strathclyde for his grandson, Duncan. Following his grandfather’s death Duncan would be recognized as the ruler of all Scotland, apart from the Viking earldoms. This still guaranteed no absolute stability or security for the House of MacAlpine. In 1040 Duncan felt obliged to assert his authority in the north of Scotland, only to suffer defeat and death at the hands of Macbeth, mormaer or sub-king of Moray. Macbeth was at once accepted as King of Scots instead. He drove Duncan’s two sons, Malcolm and Donald Ban, into exile, and by 1050 felt safe enough to make a pilgrimage to Rome; there, with a remote barbarian’s anxiety not to seem scrimping, he gave more money to the poor than he could afford. But after his return to Scotland the dynastic uncertainty reared its ugly head again. And it provoked intervention from England, not for the last time.




    The English earldom of Northumberland had meanwhile been granted to one Siward. He may have been Duncan’s brother-in-law, for the dead king’s heir, Malcolm, took refuge with him. The young prince had obvious political value, so was passed on to the court of the English king, Edward the Confessor – usually thought of as a dove, not to say a wimp. Yet Edward ordered Siward to invade Scotland, drive out Macbeth and install Malcolm on the throne. In 1054 at the Battle of Dunsinane, near the Scots’ capital of Scone, Malcolm and Siward led an army from both sides of the border to victory over Macbeth.




    Malcolm III, nicknamed Canmore, ‘Big Head’ (1058–93), became King of Scots. He had a head not only big but also uneasy, for like most other rulers of Scotland he found endless problems in uniting or defending his realm. These took on new, fearsome dimensions when, after the Battle of Hastings in 1066, he faced the mightiest warrior-king of the age, William the Conqueror, now with the power of both England and Normandy behind him. Between the pair of them sour mistrust alternated with pure spite.




    One reason lay in Malcolm III’s continuing friendship with the House of Wessex (or now its remnants), which had helped him on to the throne of Scotland. Half a century before, the resistance of that house to Canute’s conquest of England had been led by Edmund Ironside, who was killed or murdered in 1016. Two sons, Edmund and Edward, survived him. Whether or not Canute expelled them or they fled, they somehow reached Hungary, where they were out of harm’s way, if almost forgotten. Not until 1057 did the younger Edward return to England, summoned by his uncle, Edward the Confessor, who probably saw in him an heir to the throne, as indicated by the title he assumed, the Atheling. But this younger Edward soon died, leaving a son Edgar, also known as the Atheling, with two daughters, Margaret and Christina. Margaret had brought back with her the legacy of a Hungarian upbringing, among a people only just converted to Christianity: she combined missionary passion and devotion with hieratic certainty and zeal.




    Englishmen refusing to bow to the Conqueror after 1066 tried to rally round Edgar the Atheling. He and Margaret, still living in England, could as members of the House of Wessex hardly be thought safe. In 1068 William the Conqueror, finished with subduing the south of the country, marched north pillaging, burning and killing. Northumbrian diehards fled into Scotland, taking Edgar and his sisters with them. John of Fordun’s Scotichronicon tells how Malcolm III sent a messenger to meet the refugees. This man felt impressed by a lady not yet identified, ‘whom, by reason of her incomparable beauty and pleasantness of speech, I took to be the chief of the party’. It was Margaret. Once she reached the court of the king he, a widower, fell in love with her and married her. He brought down on himself the suspicion, not to say wrath, of the Conqueror.29




    In 1072 William invaded Scotland and pursued Malcolm III as far as Abernethy on the Tay. Here, right in the ancestral Scoto-Pictish heartland of his kingdom, Malcolm bowed to the Conqueror and became his vassal. Not surprisingly, English propagandists would long afterwards recall the ceremony as proof of Scottish subjection. Against this has to be set the fact that William never conquered Scotland as he had conquered England, being shrewd enough to see what a daunting task that must be for any English king. For his part, Malcolm invaded England four times, in 1061, 1070, 1079 and 1092. While the last of these expeditions ended with betrayal and death for him and his heir, at least this record shows how, as between the two realms, the superiority did not lie wholly on one side. In any case, the medieval mind had no trouble with the idea that a man might be king and vassal at once. For example, the Kings of England were vassals of the King of France for lands they held across the Channel; this did not mean the French monarchs ruled or could rule England.
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    More important in the long run was how the marriage of Malcolm and Margaret radically redirected Scottish society. By birth, upbringing and inclination she looked to England and Europe. Influences from both bore in on Scotland, most obviously in the life of the Church, but not only there. The steering of the country on a fresh course proved decisive enough to withstand Celtic resurgence and challenge from Donald Ban, Malcolm III’s brother and successor in 1093. At the behest of galled native lords, he threw out all the foreigners and their weird ways. That did not last long, for he soon met a sticky end of his own. After further dynastic struggles, three of his nephews, Edgar, Alexander and David, ruled as successive Kings of Scots from 1097 to 1154. These younger sons of Malcolm and Margaret defined the medieval Scottish monarchy. Each showed in his life, above all in his Christian ardour, the stronger influence of his mother.




    How did Margaret impress herself so? We can understand more about her than about other royalty of the age because she became the subject of an official biography by her confessor, Turgot. She was intelligent. She could even read. She won over Malcolm III an influence rare in what we know of medieval marriages at this highest level. Her Celtic warrior husband was a lion not a lamb, needing nothing by way of personal culture, so he remained illiterate. Yet he once found a manuscript she liked and had it encased in gold, ornamented with jewels, just to please her. She otherwise raised the life at his court far above its previous uncouth level to a magnificence Scotland had never known before. Still, her humble piety impressed everyone. She prayed for hours on end. She was charitable. She fed the poor and washed their feet. She ordered humane treatment for English prisoners-of-war enslaved to Lothian households. She took charge of nine orphans and saw to their schooling. She decreed for pilgrims a free passage across the Forth, still commemorated by its two termini at North and South Queensferry. On the further side she saw to the building of a great priory at Dunfermline, where she and the king had wed and where they were to be buried. She behaved altogether just as the medieval mind expected of someone both holy and royal.




    Margaret was to be canonized in 1250. Her people had felt her sanctity already proven by the scene at her deathbed in Edinburgh Castle. There she lay while her husband and eldest son were away warring in England, on an invasion she had foretold would come to no good. As she felt her end approaching, she asked for the Black Rood to be brought to her. It was the most sacred of all the relics she had kept by her in her long life’s journey from Hungary to England to Scotland, a golden crucifix with an ivory image of Christ, enclosing a piece of the True Cross. While she pressed it to her lips, a younger son burst in with the evil tidings of his father’s and brother’s deaths at Alnwick. At first, seeing her condition, he thought better to say nothing after all. She begged him by the cross to tell the truth, and then she cried, ‘I thank thee, Lord, that givest me this agony to bear in my death hour’: spoken like a saint.




    And Margaret, in a sense, left Edinburgh its oldest building. Chronicles of her life make of the Castle Rock a colourless stage-set, though it was perhaps in her time that it won its mysterious medieval epithet, Castellum Puellarum, Maiden Castle, even if with her six sons she was, whatever else, no virgin. But from those sources we do learn some facts. The place was fortified. Its main defence lay to the east with a second wall to the west, where climbing the cliff is not easy yet not impossible. On top stood a royal residence with an oratory as well as a church, St Mary’s, possibly an earlier Northumbrian foundation. Nothing of this survives except the small, simple chapel dedicated to St Margaret at the north-western corner of the ramparts. It was erected in the twelfth century and a couple of hundred years later people regarded it as the chapel where she had worshipped. This cannot be true: architectural evidence rules out a date earlier than 1100, and she had died in 1093. It would have been built in tribute to her by one of her sons.30




    Scotland had under Malcolm and Margaret begun to turn from a barbaric into a civilized kingdom. Not the least part they played came in changing the character of the royal house, bringing in new blood and preparing its mind for furtherance of the work they started. Its Celtic heritage slipped into the past, if never to be quite lost. That can be viewed not with regret but rather as the precondition for the deeper enrichment of Scottish life. It would continue with contributions from several cultures, including Celts, though no longer confined to them. Scotland was, and is, a small country, but had already grown remarkable for its diversity. Her character was now mirrored in her ruling dynasty, to which fell the daunting task of forging out of diversity some semblance of unity.




    Perhaps a capital had to be part of this. The Scottish monarchy in its wandering way already made use of Edinburgh Castle along with other castles. There was as yet no place of residence, or at least not much of one, for which they could show a penchant even if they had wanted to, in what time they found free from hunting and feasting and mulcting their subjects. That began to change under the best of the three younger sons of Malcolm and Margaret, King David (1124–53).
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    If it were not for Robert Bruce, who saved the nation from premature extinction, King David would be recalled as Scotland’s greatest medieval monarch. Already in his time he faced English pressure. Though he proved wily in fending this off, unlike Bruce he did not have to fight in the last ditch and come back from it, or anything like that. In fact King David was capable of the friendliest relations with the English court of the Norman kings, where he had spent some years of his youth while the dynastic rumples at home got ironed out. He was treated there as just another member of the royal family; his experiences made him, for example, at home in the French language he would bring back with him. Later the relations grew rockier. One of this royal family’s apparent aims was to mould the inherited range of Celtic, Anglo-Saxon and Norman allegiances in Great Britain in such a way that all its parts might in some sense come to form a single monarchy. The royal family was already English enough to assume the single monarchy must be England’s, to which others would owe fealty.
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‘Impressive ... in the style of Peter Ackroyd’s history of London’
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