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​The Redshanks: Highland Swords in the Service of Gaelic Ireland 

They called them Redshanks for the weathered skin left bare by a life spent in wool plaids and Irish bogs, and for a century they were among the most feared soldiers in the British Isles. Drawn from the collapsed Lordship of the Isles and a Highland economy that could no longer support its own sons, these Hebridean mercenaries crossed the North Channel each summer to fight for the Gaelic lords of Ulster, and in doing so held back the Tudor conquest of Ireland for a hundred years after the rest of the island had fallen.

This is their story: the wages and dead pays that made a captain rich, the arquebus and broadsword tactics that broke two English armies in a single year, and the extraordinary women, Agnes Campbell, Iníon Dubh, who turned marriage and kinship into instruments of war. It follows the Redshanks from the succession crisis that forged Red Hugh O'Donnell to the catastrophe at Kinsale, the legislation that finally silenced the trade, and its last, doomed revival outside the walls of Derry.

A vanished century, rebuilt in full, for readers of Simon Schama and Anthony Beevor who want their history to hit like a charge.
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​Chapter 1: The Bare-Legged Warriors
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The first thing the sentries at Olderfleet saw was the sails. Then, as the galleys drew nearer under a low grey Antrim sky, they saw the legs.

It was a detail that unsettled Tudor observers more than almost any other feature of the men who came ashore from the Hebrides and the Highlands to fight in Ireland's wars, and it is worth pausing on that unease before anything else is said about who these men were or what they accomplished, because the unease itself is a kind of evidence. English soldiers of the sixteenth century were used to a Europe of doublets and hose, of buff coats and steel cuirasses, of armies that, however brutal, dressed themselves in recognisable layers of civilised constraint. What came off the galleys at Olderfleet, at Carrickfergus, at the mouth of the Bann, wore almost none of it. A length of heavy woven wool, dyed in muted checks of brown, russet, and grey, was gathered and belted at the waist and thrown loose over one shoulder, serving as cloak, blanket, and battlefield garment all at once. Beneath it, the legs were bare from mid-thigh to the ground. No hose. No trews, in the earliest years of the trade. No boots, more often than not, only a rough deerskin buskin or nothing at all, feet toughened by a lifetime of bog and scree until leather seemed almost superfluous.

To the English administrators who received reports of these men, and to the soldiers unfortunate enough to meet them in the field, this was not merely a foreign fashion. It was faintly, disturbingly primitive, a visual argument that the wearer belonged to an older and less governed world than the one the Tudor state was attempting to impose on Ireland. And yet the same observers who recorded their strangeness recorded, in the very next line, their menace. These were not ragged vagrants to be dismissed with a shudder and a joke about savage islanders. They were, company for company, among the most effective soldiers an English commander in Ireland could expect to face, and everyone who dealt with them at close range knew it. The contempt in Tudor accounts of Highland dress sits uneasily beside the respect, sometimes the outright fear, in Tudor accounts of Highland fighting. That contradiction, more than the wool and the bare legs themselves, is the true subject of this book.

They called them Redshanks. The name would follow them across a century of Irish warfare, through the successions of Gaelic lordships, through pitched battles that destroyed English armies and skirmishes that destroyed nothing but a few dozen men on a hillside nobody outside Ulster would ever hear of, through a slow settlement into the Irish landscape that left surnames, castles, and dialects behind long after the last hired sword had gone home or found a permanent grave in Donegal clay. It is a strange fate for a nickname rooted in weather-beaten skin to become the label historians now attach to one of the most consequential mercenary traditions in the history of the British Isles, but strange fates are, as this book will argue again and again, exactly what the Redshanks specialised in producing.

Picture the scene more precisely, because precision is owed to men who have too often been reduced to a costume detail in someone else's history. It is likely early summer, the campaigning season just opening, the crossing from Kintyre or Islay or the Sound of Sleat completed in galleys built for speed and shallow draft rather than comfort, oars supplementing sail when the wind failed, the passengers wet, cramped, and travel-worn after a journey across some of the most unpredictable water in northern Europe. A company might number eighty or ninety fighting men, nominally a hundred, the discrepancy itself a small lesson in the economics that made this whole enterprise possible, a subject the book will take up at length in its later chapters. They come ashore not as an invading horde but as contracted labour, expected at a particular place by a particular date, their passage arranged, their wages negotiated in advance by their captain with an Irish lord who has already calculated, with the cold precision of a man managing scarce resources in a dangerous world, exactly how many Scottish swords his campaign requires and exactly how much cattle and coin he can afford to pay for them.

And yet the transactional ordinariness of the arrangement did nothing to dull its visual shock for those who watched it happen. An English captain stationed along the Antrim coast, writing home to Dublin or London, reaches almost instinctively for the vocabulary of the exotic. He describes men who go bare-legged in all weathers, who seem indifferent to cold that would incapacitate an English soldier, who carry themselves with a wary, watchful economy of movement utterly unlike the drilled uniformity of continental infantry. He notes, often with a kind of reluctant admiration buried inside the ethnographic curiosity, that these men do not straggle or loiter the way an undisciplined rabble might be expected to. They move in cohesive units under officers who plainly command real authority. They know how to make camp quickly, how to disperse into difficult terrain, how to vanish into a landscape of bog and forest that swallowed English columns whole. The very qualities that marked them as foreign and unsettling to Tudor eyes were the qualities that made them lethal.

This is the paradox at the centre of the Redshank story, and it deserves to be stated plainly at the outset rather than allowed to accumulate quietly across the chapters that follow. A tradition born out of poverty, dispossession, and the structural collapse of a political order in the Western Isles became, within two generations, one of the most feared and effective military forces operating anywhere in the British Isles. Men who were, in the plainest economic terms, surplus population, younger sons with no land to inherit, clansmen displaced by the shattering of the old Lordship of the Isles, communities squeezed by a pastoral economy that could not support the sons it kept producing, turned that very displacement into a source of income, prestige, and eventually political power on a scale their chiefs at home could scarcely match. It is one of history's more instructive ironies that the same demographic and economic pressures which usually produce beggary, banditry, or quiet starvation in early modern Europe produced, in this particular case, a professional military class capable of humiliating the armies of the most centralising state in the British Isles.

It is worth being honest, too, about how badly this irony has been served by the way the Redshanks have generally been remembered, when they have been remembered at all. Popular history has been kinder to their gallowglass cousins, whose permanent settlement in Ireland and eventual absorption into the great Irish lordships gave them a more legible place in national memory, the sort of place that produces heraldic shields and clan society newsletters. It has been kinder still, in a different register, to the romantic afterglow of Highland dress itself, filtered through three centuries of tartan mythology until the honest, functional, weatherbeaten wool of a sixteenth-century mercenary company has been all but replaced in the popular imagination by the invented clan tartans and ceremonial kilts of a much later era, an era this book will have occasion to examine critically when it turns, midway through its chapters, to the etymological disputes that grew up around the very word Redshank. What has been lost in both cases is the specific, dated, documented reality of several thousand men crossing a narrow, dangerous channel of water every summer for the better part of a century, fighting and dying and occasionally prospering in someone else's war, and in the process helping to determine which side of that war would win.

Because that is the claim this book intends to substantiate, not merely assert. The Redshanks were not a colourful footnote to the conquest of Ireland. They were a decisive factor in the survival of independent Gaelic Ulster for roughly a hundred years after the rest of the island had, in fits and starts, been brought under something resembling Tudor administration. Munster fell. Leinster had been under crown control, in law if not always in fact, since the medieval Anglo-Norman settlement. Connaught was subdued piecemeal across the sixteenth century, its great lordships broken one after another by a combination of military pressure, legal manoeuvre, and internal betrayal. Ulster alone held out, and held out not merely because of its geography, though the bogs and forests of the north certainly did their share of the work, and not merely because of the fighting qualities of its native population, though the Kern and the settled Gallowglass companies were formidable in their own right. Ulster held out, in significant part, because its lords had access to a renewable, professional, seasonally available supply of first-rate soldiers from across the North Channel, soldiers whose wages could be paid in the coin, cattle, and plunder that a wealthy but land-locked lordship could actually produce, and whose loyalty, while never unconditional, was more reliably purchased than the loyalty of rival Irish factions whose interests shifted with every marriage and every succession dispute.

This is not a marginal claim about a colourful sideshow. It is a claim about the actual military balance of power in early modern Ireland, and it will be defended across this book with the same evidentiary seriousness that any claim of that magnitude deserves. The book will trace the Redshanks from their linguistic origins in the mid-sixteenth century, through the collapsing political order in the Western Isles that produced them as a class, through the granular economics of wages and dead pays that made Irish service so attractive to Highland tacksmen and their followers, through the specific tactical evolution of their armament from short bow and claymore to arquebus and broadsword, through the comparative anatomy of the three great mercenary traditions of Gaelic Ireland, Gallowglass, Redshank, and Kern, and into the great set-piece dramas of the late sixteenth century in which Redshank companies decided the outcome of battles that in turn decided the fate of an entire kingdom. It will follow the extraordinary figure of Iníon Dubh, a Scottish-born noblewoman who used her Highland kin networks to secure her son's inheritance through outright political assassination and pitched battle, matters the book will treat in full in its central chapters. It will follow the Nine Years' War to its catastrophic climax for the English crown at the Yellow Ford, and to its equally catastrophic climax, a few years later and for the other side, at Kinsale. It will follow the survivors of that war's aftermath as they settled permanently into the Ulster landscape, leaving behind castles built in a distinctly Scottish architectural style, a dialect of Irish permanently coloured by Highland Gaelic, and a roll call of surnames, Crawford, MacLean, Campbell, MacLeod, that persist across Donegal, Derry, and Tyrone to this day. And it will follow the tradition to its final, almost ghostly revival in the winter of 1688, when an elderly Highland earl raised one last regiment of men still called Redshanks by the terrified citizens of Derry, whose slamming of the Ferryquay Gate against them opened the last great war of religion fought on Irish soil.

None of this can be understood, however, without first understanding what the word itself meant, and to whom, and why it stuck. Etymology can seem a dry business, a matter for philologists rather than narrative historians, but in this particular case the etymology is inseparable from the substance of the story, because the argument over where the name came from is, at bottom, an argument over how contemporaries actually saw these men, an argument the book will take up in careful detail in its second and third chapters, working from the remarkable testimony of a sixteenth-century Highland priest named John Elder who described his own countrymen's endurance of cold in language vivid enough to have survived, essentially unchanged in its persuasive force, for nearly five hundred years. For now it is enough to say that the name Redshank was not invented by the Redshanks themselves. It was a Lowland Scottish and English label, applied from outside, carrying within it all the ambivalence already described: a note of mockery at rustic, uncivilised dress, shading immediately and without contradiction into a note of respect for the men who wore it and what they could do in a fight. Both notes are audible in almost every surviving contemporary description, and both will need to be heard clearly if the reader is to understand the Redshanks as their contemporaries understood them, rather than as either the noble savages of romantic later imagination or the barbarous rabble of hostile Tudor propaganda.

Consider again the scene at the water's edge, because it rewards a second look now that some of the analytical stakes have been laid out. The Redshanks disembarking on the Antrim coast are not, whatever their appearance might suggest to a nervous English sentry, wild men descending from an ungoverned wilderness. They are, in the most exact sense available to the period, professionals. Their captain has negotiated terms. Their pay, complicated as it is by the institution of dead pays that will be examined in full later in this book, has been fixed according to rank in a manner not fundamentally different from wage scales for mercenary companies operating anywhere else in contemporary Europe. Their weapons, whether the traditional short bow and two-handed claymore of the earlier sixteenth century or the increasingly common arquebus and single-handed broadsword of its later decades, represent a considered military investment, not improvised violence. Their organisation into companies, or córugudan, under constapals who answer in turn to higher command, mirrors, in Gaelic idiom, the same basic logic of hierarchy and discipline that governed Spanish tercios or French compagnies d'ordonnance, adapted to the specific demands of Irish terrain and Irish warfare rather than borrowed wholesale from continental models. What looked, to unfamiliar English eyes, like a horde was in fact a company, and the distinction mattered enormously to everyone who actually had to fight against or alongside it.

It mattered because the horde is a thing to be feared in the abstract and then, in practice, defeated by any reasonably organised force willing to stand its ground. The company is a different order of threat entirely, precisely because it can be relied upon to behave predictably, to hold formation when holding formation serves its purpose and to disperse and regroup when dispersal serves its purpose better, to execute the coordinated firearm volley followed by close-quarters charge that this book will examine in detail as a possible ancestor of the later Highland charge, and to do all of this not as an improvised response to circumstance but as a rehearsed and understood tactical repertoire. English commanders who dismissed the Redshanks as savages in their private correspondence to friends and family, indulging the casual ethnic contempt of the period, wrote very differently in their official reports to Dublin and London, where the stakes of understating an enemy's competence were considerably higher than the stakes of indulging a private prejudice. Sir Nicholas Maltby's account of the six hundred Redshanks he faced in Connaught in 1580, an episode this book will reconstruct in full later on, moves within a single letter from ethnographic description to grudging tactical respect, cataloguing horsemen, targets, long swords, shot, and galloglass axes with the careful attention of a man who has just fought these troops and lived to describe them, and who wants his superiors to understand exactly what kind of enemy is operating in the province under his command.

Sir Francis Knollys, writing to Elizabeth I herself in 1566, put the matter with a bluntness that later historians have quoted precisely because it cannot be improved upon: three hundred Redshanks, he warned the queen, were harder to defeat in battle than six hundred Irishmen. This is not the language of a man indulging a colourful prejudice about foreign costume. It is the language of a man doing arithmetic about military threat, and arriving at a ratio that should have alarmed anyone responsible for the defence of the English position in Ireland. That it apparently did not alarm the crown sufficiently, or at least not sufficiently to produce an effective long-term countermeasure until the very end of the sixteenth century, is itself part of this book's larger argument about how the Tudor state consistently underestimated the strategic significance of the Redshank trade until the trade had already helped produce two of the worst military defeats the crown suffered anywhere in Ireland during the entire conquest.

It is worth dwelling, before this opening chapter closes, on why that underestimation occurred, because it illuminates something important about how early modern states perceived irregular military labour more broadly, and because it sets up a theme the book will return to at its close, when it considers the eventual suppression of the Redshank trade not primarily through Irish military defeat but through Scottish domestic legislation, the Statutes of Iona, aimed squarely at the socioeconomic conditions that had produced the trade in the first place. English observers, steeped in a continental military culture that increasingly prized standing armies, formal drill, and centralised command, struggled to categorise a force that was seasonal rather than permanent, kin-based rather than state-organised, and financed through a decentralised network of clan chiefs acting as independent military contractors rather than through any single treasury or crown authority. It was easier, and more psychologically comfortable, to file the Redshanks under the broad and dismissive heading of Highland savagery than to grapple with the more unsettling reality that a loosely coordinated network of Hebridean and mainland Highland chiefs, none of them individually as powerful as the old Lords of the Isles had once been, had collectively created a military labour market sophisticated enough to supply thousands of first-rate soldiers to Irish employers year after year, decade after decade, in direct and consequential defiance of English strategic interests.

That failure of categorisation had real costs. It meant that English countermeasures, when they finally came, arrived late and had to work against a recruitment and transport system that had had the better part of a century to mature and entrench itself. The naval patrols of the North Channel, the diplomatic pressure applied through James Fullerton and other agents working with King James VI of Scotland, the eventual domestic Scottish legislation that finally choked off recruitment at its Highland source rather than trying, and repeatedly failing, to intercept it at the Irish end, all of this belongs to the later chapters of the book, and all of it represents, in effect, a slow and expensive education in just how seriously the Redshank threat needed to be taken. The English crown did not defeat the Redshank trade through superior tactics on an Irish battlefield. It defeated the trade, eventually, by attacking the economic and political conditions in Scotland that made Redshank service attractive in the first place, a strategic lesson that took the better part of six decades to learn and that this book will treat as one of its central analytical payoffs.

But that ending is a long way off yet, and it would be a disservice to the men coming ashore at Olderfleet to rush past them toward their eventual historical fate before their story has properly begun. Return, one last time, to the water's edge. The galleys are being drawn up on the shingle. The company forms, not with the parade-ground precision of a continental army but with the practised, unhurried competence of men who have done this before and expect to do it again. Somewhere among them is a constapal negotiating final details of supply and quartering with a local representative of whichever Irish lord has hired this particular company for this particular campaign. Somewhere among them, too, though no contemporary account bothers to record his name, is an ordinary soldier, a younger son of some minor Hebridean tacksman, who has crossed the North Channel not out of any grand strategic vision of Gaelic solidarity against the English crown, though such a vision certainly existed and certainly mattered to some of the more politically engaged participants in this story, but for the more immediate and more universal reasons that have sent young men to war throughout human history: because there was no land for him at home, because the wages on offer in Ireland were better than anything available to him in Argyll or Skye, because a season of hard fighting might bring him enough cattle and coin to establish himself with some independence, or because, quite simply, this was the trade his family and his kin group had entered, generation after generation, and he had never seriously considered doing anything else.

It is this ordinary soldier, more than the great lords and chieftains whose names survive in state papers and chronicles, whom this book will try hardest not to lose sight of across the chapters that follow. The grand narrative of the Redshank trade, the collapse of the Lordship of the Isles, the marriage alliances that moved thousands of fighting men across the North Channel in a single dowry, the pitched battles that determined the fate of Ulster, the eventual settlement, suppression, and strange final revival of the tradition, is a narrative that can only be properly told if it keeps returning, as this opening chapter has tried to do, to the material reality of bare legs in Irish weather, the smell of wet wool and woodsmoke in a campaign encampment, the calculation of wages owed and dead pays claimed, the particular fear or particular respect in the eyes of an English sentry watching several dozen armed strangers step off a galley onto a foreign shore. History of this kind lives in specifics or it does not live at all, and the specifics of the Redshank story are, this book will argue, unusually rich, unusually well documented for an irregular mercenary tradition of this period, and unusually deserving of the kind of sustained narrative attention that has too often been reserved for more conventional military and political history.

The chapters that follow will move, broadly, from the general to the particular and back again, in the rhythm that any history of this scope requires. They will establish the linguistic and cultural context in which the name Redshank first appeared, examine in close detail the socioeconomic collapse in the Western Isles that produced the phenomenon, work through the granular military organisation and evolving armament of Redshank companies, set the Redshanks against their Gallowglass and Kern counterparts in a comparative analysis designed to clarify exactly what distinguished each of the three great mercenary traditions of Gaelic Ireland, and then turn to the great narrative set pieces of the story: the succession crisis in Tyrconnell and the extraordinary career of Iníon Dubh, the formation and triumph and eventual catastrophic defeat of the O'Neill-O'Donnell confederacy in the Nine Years' War, the permanent settlement of Redshank veterans into the Ulster landscape after that war's end, the Scottish legislative campaign that finally suppressed the trade at its root, and the strange, brief, doomed final revival of the tradition in the winter of 1688 outside the walls of Derry.

Through all of it, one interpretive commitment will remain constant, and it is worth stating here, at the outset, in terms plain enough to be tested against every subsequent chapter. The Redshanks were not a curiosity of costume history, a colourful detail to be mentioned in passing before the historian moves on to what are conventionally regarded as the serious matters of Tudor state policy and Gaelic Irish politics. They were themselves a matter of state policy and Gaelic Irish politics, in the most direct and consequential sense available to the period. They were the mechanism by which a fragmented and economically desperate population in the Western Isles converted its own displacement into military power abroad. They were the reason a string of Ulster lordships could resist Tudor conquest for a full century after the rest of Ireland had, in one form or another, submitted. They were feared, respected, quartered, paid, occasionally betrayed, and eventually suppressed by acts of state rather than acts of arms, and every stage of that arc reveals something important about how early modern states actually functioned, how military labour actually moved across borders and seas that mapmakers drew as solid lines but that the people living beside them treated as permeable, and how a single evocative nickname, coined to describe nothing more dramatic than weather-reddened skin, came to attach itself to one of the most decisive and least adequately remembered military forces in the history of the British Isles.

The sails are down now. The company has formed on the shingle. Somewhere inland, an Irish lord is waiting to learn how many swords have arrived, and at what price, and for how long. The story of how they got there, and what they did once they had, begins in the next chapter with the word itself: Redshank, and the sixteenth-century Highland priest whose own testimony explains, in language as vivid now as it was when he wrote it, exactly why the English who watched these men come ashore reached, again and again, for that particular name.
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​Chapter 2: A Word for Red Skin
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Names given by outsiders rarely flatter the people they describe, and the name Redshank is no exception. It did not arise among the Highlanders and Islesmen who wore it, was never a badge they chose for themselves, and carried from its very first recorded uses a faint sting of mockery that its subjects would have recognised immediately, even as they went on doing the thing that provoked it. To understand the word properly, it is necessary to begin not in the Highlands at all but in the Lowlands of Scotland, among the Scots-speaking, increasingly anglicised communities of Edinburgh, Stirling, and the eastern seaboard, whose relationship to their Gaelic-speaking countrymen to the north and west had, by the sixteenth century, hardened into something closer to the relationship between two separate peoples than between two regions of a single kingdom.

This is a point worth dwelling on before the etymology itself is examined, because it explains a great deal about the tone in which the word was first used and the tone it retained across two centuries of subsequent history. Lowland Scotland by the sixteenth century had largely abandoned Gaelic as an everyday language, had adopted a version of the Scots tongue closely related to northern English, and had increasingly come to regard the Gaelic-speaking Highlands and Islands as a foreign, backward, and faintly dangerous frontier within its own borders, a perception not unlike the way the English crown regarded the Gaelic parts of Ireland during the same period, and not entirely unconnected to it, since both perceptions drew on a shared vocabulary of civility, order, and cultural superiority that Lowland Scots and English administrators used, with only minor variation, to describe the same broad category of person. The Highlander, in this Lowland and English imagination, was courageous but ungoverned, physically formidable but culturally primitive, admirable in isolated respects and alarming as a general proposition. Redshank belongs to precisely this vocabulary. It is a Lowland coinage applied to a Gaelic reality, filtered through Lowland eyes, and it tells us at least as much about how Lowland Scots saw their Highland countrymen as it tells us about the Highlanders themselves.

The physical observation at the root of the name is, at the same time, entirely accurate, and its accuracy is what gave the term its staying power. Highland and Hebridean men of the sixteenth century, particularly those engaged in active military or pastoral life, customarily went without hose or trousers, wearing instead a long belted plaid, a great length of woven wool gathered at the waist and allowed to fall to roughly the knee, with the surplus material thrown up over the shoulder or head as weather required. Beneath this garment, the legs were bare from mid-thigh downward. This was not primitive necessity so much as considered practicality for a population whose daily life involved fording rivers, crossing wet moorland, driving cattle through bog and heather, and, when the occasion demanded, marching and fighting across exactly the same kind of terrain. Trousers or hose, in such conditions, became sodden, heavy, and prone to chafing; bare legs, by contrast, dried quickly, moved freely, and imposed no additional burden of wet fabric on a man already carrying weapons and supplies across difficult ground. The plaid itself, meanwhile, served multiple functions that trousers could never have matched, doubling as a cloak against rain and wind by day and a blanket against cold by night, a piece of equipment as practical in its way as any weapon a Highland soldier carried.

The consequence of this practice, sustained across a lifetime beginning in childhood, was exactly what the name suggests. Skin exposed continually to Highland weather, and later to the even wetter and boggier terrain of campaigning Ireland, took on a characteristic weathered, ruddy, chapped appearance, the visible mark of a body long accustomed to cold water, wind, and abrasion. Lowland Scots observers, encountering Highlanders in this state, whether at court, in the streets of Edinburgh, or increasingly through reports filtering back from the Irish campaigns, fixed on this single visible detail and built a name around it: Redshanks, red-legged men, a nickname that functioned simultaneously as physical description and as a marker of cultural distance, an assertion, embedded in casual speech, that these were people who lived differently, dressed differently, and by clear implication belonged to a different and lesser order of civility than the hose-wearing, shoe-clad Lowlander doing the naming.

It is worth noting, too, that this pattern of naming by visible physical difference was not unique to the Redshanks, and situating the word within its broader linguistic family helps clarify exactly what kind of label it was. English observers of the same period, describing the identical population from their own side of the Irish Sea, coined a parallel term: rough-footed Scots, a phrase that appears explicitly in the very source this chapter is building toward, and that performs precisely the same rhetorical function as Redshank, seizing on a visible marker of difference in footwear and dress and turning it into an ethnic shorthand. Both terms, Lowland and English, converge on the same underlying observation, approached from slightly different angles, one fixing on the exposed legs and the other on the bare or roughly shod feet, and both carry the same undertone: here is a people defined, in the eyes of their more settled neighbours, by what they do not wear as much as by anything they actually do.

This habit of naming by visible difference extended well beyond footwear and legwear, and a brief survey of its wider pattern is useful context before this chapter turns to its central witness. Highlanders were called, at various points and by various observers, wild Scots, Irish Scots, and a range of other terms that collapsed the distinction between the Gaelic-speaking populations of Scotland and Ireland into a single undifferentiated category of untamed frontier humanity, an elision that mattered enormously for the practical politics of the sixteenth century, since it meant that English and Lowland Scottish observers alike tended to view the movement of Highland soldiers into Ireland not as foreign intervention in the modern sense but as a kind of lateral movement within a single, if loosely bounded, Gaelic world, a perception that will matter considerably when this book turns, in a later chapter, to the deep cultural and kinship ties binding the Hebrides to Ulster. The chronicler Raphael Holinshed, writing his History of Scotland in 1577, used the term Redshanks retrospectively to describe warriors who had fought centuries earlier alongside Robert the Bruce, calling them, in the same breath, Irish Scots and Katerans, a triple naming that neatly demonstrates how thoroughly these various labels had become interchangeable in the Lowland and English imagination, all of them pointing toward the same broad category of mobile, lightly clad, ferociously effective Gaelic warrior, regardless of which side of the North Channel he happened to have been born on.

None of this naming, it must be stressed, was neutral description in the modern ethnographic sense. It was, in every recorded instance, description performed by outsiders for outsiders, encoding a set of assumptions about civility, governance, and cultural hierarchy that the Highlanders themselves neither shared nor, so far as the surviving record allows us to judge, much cared about. What the sources do not generally preserve is a Gaelic-language self-description equivalent to Redshank, a term the Highlanders and Islesmen might have used among themselves to describe their own bare-legged custom. This absence is itself instructive. The plaid and the bare leg were, from the inside, simply how a man dressed himself for the life he led, unremarkable in the way that any lifelong practical habit is unremarkable to those who grew up inside it. It took an outside eye, accustomed to a different standard of dress and reading that difference through a lens of civility and its absence, to turn an ordinary practical habit into a name, and to load that name with all the ambivalence, half mockery and half grudging respect, that would follow the Redshanks through every subsequent stage of their history.

That ambivalence is nowhere better preserved, or more valuable to the modern historian, than in the single most important primary source for the sixteenth-century meaning of the word Redshank: a letter written in 1543 by a Highland priest, scholar, and occasional political operative named John Elder, addressed to no less a figure than King Henry VIII of England. It is to Elder, and to the remarkable document he produced, that this chapter now turns, because his testimony does something no Lowland or English observer's account could do on its own. It gives us, for a brief and precious moment, the perspective of a Highlander himself, describing his own people's customs to a foreign king, in language calculated to persuade rather than merely to record, and in doing so revealing far more about the lived reality behind the name Redshank than any external observer's casual ethnographic aside ever could.

John Elder was born in Caithness, in the far north of the Scottish mainland, a region Gaelic in much of its cultural orientation even as it sat at some geographic remove from the Hebridean and West Highland heartland that would supply the bulk of the sixteenth-century Redshank trade. He was educated, evidently well, and entered holy orders, becoming a priest at a moment when Scottish religious and political life was being pulled in several directions at once by the competing pressures of an aging Catholic establishment, an emerging reform movement, and the ever-present strategic interest of both France and England in the affairs of a smaller, weaker northern kingdom whose alliance or hostility could tip the balance of power across the whole of the British Isles. Elder's own religious and political sympathies, whatever their precise origin, placed him in a dangerous position within Scotland by the early 1540s, and in 1541 he fled the country, a departure driven by the kind of religious and political dispute that sent a great many educated Scots across various borders during this turbulent decade, though the specific circumstances of Elder's particular quarrel are less well documented than its consequence: an ambitious, displaced Highland cleric, fluent in Gaelic, educated in the wider currents of European learning, and now resident in England, looking for a way to make himself useful, and valuable, to a foreign king.

The document he produced in 1543 answered that need with considerable ingenuity. Addressed to Henry VIII, it advocated for a union between Scotland and England to be achieved through the marriage of the young Prince Edward, Henry's heir, to the infant Mary, Queen of Scots, a proposal that aligned neatly with Henry's own strategic ambitions during the period of English pressure on Scotland later remembered, with characteristic Scottish bitterness, as the Rough Wooing. Elder styled his own tract, with a certain self-aware wit, the Advice of a Redshank, deliberately adopting the very label that Lowland and English observers used to mark his own people as a badge of authority rather than shame, presenting himself to Henry not despite his Highland origins but explicitly because of them, as a man uniquely positioned by birth and upbringing to advise the English crown on the internal weaknesses and exploitable divisions of Gaelic Scotland.

This is itself a remarkable rhetorical move, and it deserves more attention than it typically receives in accounts that treat Elder merely as a source to be mined for etymological evidence. Elder understood perfectly well how his countrymen were perceived by the English court he was addressing, understood that the term Redshank carried within it exactly the mixture of contempt and fascination this chapter has already described, and chose, rather than avoiding the label or attempting to distance himself from it, to claim it openly and turn it to his advantage. He would be Henry's Redshank, his tame Highland informant, trading on precisely the exotic authenticity that made his testimony valuable while simultaneously working to overturn, in the substance of his letter, the crudest assumptions that same exoticism invited. It is a strategy that will recur, in various forms, throughout this book's account of Gaelic intermediaries navigating hostile or unfamiliar courts, and Elder stands as one of its earliest and most articulate practitioners.

The passage of Elder's letter most directly relevant to the etymology of Redshank, and the passage that has been quoted by every subsequent historian who has taken the etymological question seriously, describes Highland resilience to cold in Elder's own words, preserved in something close to their original sixteenth-century spelling in the manuscript tradition that has come down to us. Elder tells Henry that the Highlanders are called Redshanks in Scotland and rough-footed Scots in England, and explains, with evident pride rather than embarrassment, that his people can tolerate and endure cold better than any other people, going always bare-legged and bare-footed through both summer and winter alike, excepting only those days when the frost is at its most severe. The passage is worth reading closely, phrase by phrase, because every element of it repays attention.

Notice, first, that Elder does not deny or evade the name. He states plainly that this is what his people are called, on both sides of the border, using both the Scottish and the English versions of essentially the same observation. There is no attempt here to correct a misapprehension or to suggest that outsiders have misunderstood Highland dress. Elder confirms the physical reality directly: his people go bare-legged and bare-footed, in nearly all weathers, as a matter of routine practice rather than occasional hardship. Notice, second, the specific exception he allows, and how carefully calibrated it is. Even the Highlanders, Elder concedes, draw the line at the very worst extremities of frost, a detail that lends the whole passage considerable credibility precisely because it is not an exaggerated claim of superhuman indifference to cold but a measured, plausible account of genuine but bounded endurance, the kind of detail a man reports because it is true rather than because it flatters. And notice, third, the framing of the whole passage as a matter of pride rather than defensiveness. Elder is not apologising for his people's rustic habits to a sophisticated English court. He is asserting, to the contrary, that this capacity for cold endurance represents a genuine physical accomplishment, a mark of hardiness that ought to command respect rather than provoke condescension, precisely the reframing this chapter has already suggested lay latent, if usually unacknowledged, within even the most dismissive Lowland and English accounts of Redshank custom.

Elder goes further still, in a detail that adds considerable texture to the picture and that deserves more attention than it typically receives. He notes that even Highland elites, men of rank and wealth attending the Scottish court in fine silks and velvets, dressed in every other respect according to the most current standards of continental fashion, nonetheless maintained the traditional practice of going bare-legged beneath their fine clothing. This is a crucial piece of testimony, because it demonstrates that the bare leg was not, as an outside observer unfamiliar with Highland society might assume, simply a marker of poverty, the inevitable dress of men who could not afford hose or trousers. It was, for at least some portion of Highland society, a matter of deliberate cultural choice and evident pride, maintained even by men who could easily have afforded to dress in the continental manner from head to foot and who chose, instead, to preserve this single element of traditional Highland practice as a visible marker of identity, continuous across the otherwise sharp divide between rustic clansman and courtly aristocrat. The bare leg, in other words, functioned for at least some Highlanders in something like the way a distinctive item of dress functions for any group asserting a cultural identity in the presence of a dominant or more numerous outside culture: not as an embarrassing default forced by circumstance but as a chosen and meaningful marker of who one was and where one came from, worn with a certain deliberate defiance into precisely the settings, courtly and cosmopolitan, where its absence might have been expected.

This detail matters enormously for how this book understands the Redshanks as a whole, and it is worth stating the implication clearly rather than leaving it merely implicit in Elder's testimony. If bare legs could be a marker of pride even among Highland elites at the Scottish court, then the men who crossed to Ireland as mercenaries, wearing exactly the same traditional dress into a foreign and often hostile landscape, cannot be understood simply as poor men who lacked the resources to dress otherwise, though poverty and economic displacement, as later chapters will show in detail, were certainly real forces shaping the Redshank trade. They should be understood, at least in part, as men carrying a specific and consciously maintained cultural identity with them into their military service, an identity that the English observers who first applied the name Redshank to them were, whether they fully realised it or not, simultaneously mocking and unwittingly documenting. The name given in contempt preserved, in its very details, a practice its bearers regarded with something closer to pride, and it is one of the small ironies of this book's subject that the historical record of Highland dignity should survive so clearly embedded within a term coined precisely to diminish it.

Elder's letter did not end with ethnographic description, of course. It went on to argue, in considerable practical detail, for the strategic advantages Henry VIII might gain by cultivating goodwill among the Highland clans as part of his broader campaign to bring about the union of the two crowns through royal marriage, and it offered Henry a range of observations about the internal political divisions of Gaelic Scotland that a foreign monarch might exploit to his advantage. This political and strategic content lies somewhat outside the immediate concerns of this chapter, though it is worth noting for what it reveals about Elder's own character and situation: a man who had fled his homeland, who found himself dependent on the goodwill of a foreign and potentially hostile monarch, and who used the specific, intimate cultural knowledge available to him as a native Highlander to make himself indispensable to that monarch's strategic calculations. Elder's later career bears out the success of this strategy in at least modest measure. He went on to produce cartographic work mapping Scotland's geography for the English crown, work that reflected the same specialised, insider knowledge that had made his ethnographic letter valuable in the first place, and this later service earned him a royal reward of five pounds in August of 1547, a sum recorded in the English administrative record with the same precision that characterises so much of the Tudor bureaucratic apparatus this book will draw on repeatedly across its chapters dealing with the English administration in Ireland.

Five pounds may seem, to a modern reader, an unremarkable sum for a man's services, but it should be understood within the context of contemporary values, comparable in scale to several months' wages for a skilled craftsman, and its significance here lies less in its precise monetary value than in what it confirms about Elder's successful navigation of an extraordinarily precarious position. Here was a displaced Highland priest, a religious and political exile with no independent power base of his own, who managed nonetheless to secure a place, however modest, within the patronage networks of the English crown, and who did so by leveraging exactly the cultural identity that made him, in the eyes of many of his English contemporaries, a curiosity at best and a savage at worst. Elder's career is a small but vivid illustration of a pattern this book will trace at much larger scale in its later chapters: Gaelic individuals and communities finding ways to convert the very marginality imposed on them by more powerful neighbours, whether Lowland Scottish or English, into a form of leverage, whether military, economic, or, in Elder's case, informational and diplomatic.

It is worth pausing here to consider Elder's dual role more explicitly, because it bears directly on how his testimony about the etymology of Redshank ought to be weighed and used. Elder was, on one hand, a genuine scholar, a man of evident learning whose account of Highland custom reads, even at a distance of nearly five centuries, as careful, specific, and internally consistent, the kind of testimony that satisfies the ordinary tests a historian applies to any primary source. But Elder was also, on the other hand, something closer to a strategic operative, a man with a clear and self-interested agenda in writing to Henry VIII, seeking royal favour and material reward through a document explicitly designed to persuade rather than merely to inform. These two roles are not, in Elder's case, in tension with one another so much as mutually reinforcing. The persuasive power of his letter depended precisely on the credibility of his scholarly, insider testimony about Highland custom, and it was that testimony's evident accuracy and specificity, its concrete detail about bare legs and the precise threshold of frost at which even Highlanders donned additional covering, that gave Elder's broader strategic arguments about Anglo-Scottish union whatever persuasive force they carried with an English king weighing the reliability of a foreign informant's advice.

This dual reading of Elder, as scholar and as spy, as objective ethnographic witness and as self-interested political actor, need not be treated as a contradiction to be resolved in favour of one interpretation or the other. It is, instead, the most historically honest way of understanding a man operating at the exact intersection of scholarship and statecraft that characterised so much of sixteenth-century intellectual life, a period in which geography, ethnography, and cartography were rarely pursued for their own sake alone but were instead, almost invariably, instruments of strategic advantage for whichever crown could commission and reward them. Elder's letter to Henry VIII belongs to a substantial body of similar sixteenth-century writing, produced by scholars and exiles from smaller or weaker kingdoms seeking patronage from larger and more powerful ones, offering intimate local knowledge in exchange for protection, reward, or simple survival. What distinguishes Elder's contribution, and what earns him his place at the centre of this chapter, is the specificity and vividness of the single passage describing Redshank custom, a passage that has outlived every other element of his letter in the historical record precisely because it captures, in Elder's own voice, the physical and cultural reality behind a name that outsiders had already begun applying, with considerably less understanding, to his people.

It is worth setting Elder's testimony, briefly, against the competing etymological tradition that would emerge more than two centuries later, though the full treatment of that later controversy belongs to the next chapter of this book. The nineteenth-century Scottish lexicographer John Jamieson, compiling his monumental Etymological Dictionary of the Scottish Language, offered an alternative explanation for the Redshank name, tracing it not to bare, weather-reddened skin but to the untanned, hair-out roe-deer leather buskins that Highlanders traditionally wore on their feet, a theory Jamieson supported by citing the novelist and antiquarian Sir Walter Scott. This alternative etymology will receive full and careful treatment in this book's next chapter, but it is worth noting here, as this chapter draws to its close, an important detail that anticipates that later discussion: Jamieson's own scholarly source for Scott's claim was, in fact, Elder's letter itself, the very document this chapter has been examining. And Elder, as this chapter has shown in detail, did not attribute the Redshank name to dyed or preserved deerhide footwear at all. He attributed it, in his own words, to the practice of going bare-legged and bare-footed, a description that supports the physical, weather-exposure etymology this chapter has traced rather than the leather-buskin etymology that would be built, somewhat shakily, on top of his testimony nearly three centuries later. The primary source, in other words, does not straightforwardly support the secondary interpretation that would eventually be constructed from it, a discrepancy the next chapter will examine in full, weighing the relative merits of empirical sixteenth-century observation against speculative nineteenth-century etymological reconstruction.

For now, though, it is enough to let Elder's testimony stand on its own terms, as the earliest and most vivid surviving account of the reality behind the name Redshank, offered not by a hostile or merely curious outside observer but by a Highlander himself, describing his own people's customs with evident knowledge, evident pride, and evident strategic purpose, to the one European monarch whose goodwill mattered most to his own precarious situation as an exile. Elder's Highlanders go bare-legged and bare-footed through nearly every season, tolerating cold that would incapacitate less hardy men, maintaining this practice even among the wealthy and courtly as a matter of cultural continuity rather than economic necessity alone, and bearing, with evident equanimity if not outright pride, the mocking Lowland and English names, Redshank and rough-footed Scot, that outsiders had already coined to describe them. It is this population, and this practice, that would furnish the Irish wars of the following half-century with one of their most distinctive and consequential military traditions, and it is to the deeper causes of that migration, the political collapse and economic desperation that turned a distinctive Highland custom into an exportable military commodity, that this book now turns.

The word itself, though, deserves one final observation before this chapter closes, because it anticipates a thread the book will pick up repeatedly in its later chapters dealing with the Redshanks' eventual settlement, suppression, and legacy. Names given in outside contempt have an unpredictable way of outliving the contempt that produced them, being claimed, reworked, and occasionally worn with pride by the very people they were meant to diminish, exactly as Elder claimed the name Redshank for himself in the title of his own letter, exactly as later generations of Highland soldiers would go on wearing their bare legs and their traditional dress into Irish battle with no apparent embarrassment at what the English called them, and exactly as their descendants, settled permanently in Ulster by the century's end, would carry Scottish surnames and Scottish architectural styles into a landscape that had once regarded their ancestors as foreign, strange, and faintly alarming. The bare leg that gave the Redshanks their name would prove, across the century this book traces, to be a far more durable and consequential marker of identity than the men who first mocked it could possibly have anticipated.
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​Chapter 3: John Elder's Advice
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Every historical document has a moment before it existed, a set of circumstances that made its composition not merely possible but, from the perspective of the person writing it, urgent. The Advice of a Redshank did not spring from idle antiquarian curiosity or from a scholar's disinterested wish to record the customs of his people for posterity. It was written by a frightened, ambitious, displaced man, in a foreign country, addressed to a foreign king, at a moment when the entire political future of the British Isles seemed, to contemporaries living through it, to hang on the outcome of a single dynastic marriage. To understand the letter, it is necessary first to understand the man who wrote it, and to understand the man, it is necessary to understand the world he had just fled.

John Elder was born in Caithness, at the far northern edge of the Scottish mainland, a region that sat at an unusual crossroads even by the standards of a kingdom defined almost everywhere by cultural crossroads. Caithness in the early sixteenth century was Gaelic in much of its social and religious orientation, tied by kinship, language, and custom to the Highland world further south and west, yet it also lay within reach of Norse and Orcadian influence to the north, and within the administrative and ecclesiastical structures of a Scottish kingdom whose centre of gravity lay far to the south, in Edinburgh and the Lowland court. A boy born into this environment absorbed, almost by default, a kind of dual literacy in cultural worlds that many of his southern countrymen experienced as entirely separate and mutually foreign. He would have grown up hearing Gaelic as a living, everyday language, the language of kinship, custom, and the oral tradition that the Statutes of Iona would attempt, unsuccessfully in the short term, to suppress some six decades later, a suppression this book will examine in full when it reaches the campaign against Highland bardic culture in its penultimate chapters. But he would also, as his subsequent career makes clear, have received an education thorough enough to produce a Latin-literate cleric capable of holding his own in the correspondence and courtly rhetoric of the Tudor world, a formation that required access to schooling well beyond what a purely Gaelic, purely oral culture could by itself provide.

This dual formation matters enormously for understanding what Elder would go on to become. He was not, by the time he composed his letter to Henry VIII, a simple rustic Highlander suddenly thrust into an unfamiliar courtly world and struggling to make himself understood. He was a sophisticated intermediary figure, at home enough in Gaelic custom to describe it with the intimate, confident detail that makes his testimony so valuable to modern historians, and at home enough in the literary and rhetorical conventions of Renaissance European scholarship to compose a document capable of persuading an English king. This combination, rare enough at any period, was particularly valuable in the specific circumstances of the 1540s, when English strategic interest in Scotland had never been higher and reliable, literate, well-connected sources of inside information on Scottish affairs had rarely been more sought after.

Elder entered holy orders, becoming a priest at some point in the years before his 1541 flight from Scotland, though the precise chronology of his early clerical career, like much of his biography before that flight, survives only in fragments and inference rather than the kind of continuous documentary record that later, better-connected figures in this book's narrative will enjoy. What can be said with reasonable confidence is that Elder's religious and political sympathies, whatever their precise character, placed him in a dangerous position within Scotland by the early years of that decade. Scotland in the 1530s and 1540s was a kingdom under severe internal and external pressure, its young monarchy weakened by the death of James V in 1542 and the accession of the infant Mary, its religious life increasingly disturbed by the same reform currents sweeping across northern Europe, its foreign policy pulled simultaneously toward the traditional French alliance and toward the aggressive English courtship, backed increasingly by outright military threat, that would culminate in the campaign of devastation later remembered as the Rough Wooing. A cleric caught on the wrong side of these overlapping tensions, whether through religious conviction, political association, or simple bad timing, might reasonably conclude that his prospects at home had grown too precarious to risk remaining, and Elder evidently reached exactly that conclusion in 1541, when he fled Scotland for England.

Flight of this kind, in the sixteenth century, was rarely a simple matter of crossing a border and starting afresh. An exile arrived in his new country with no guaranteed income, no established position, and no automatic claim on the goodwill of a foreign crown that had its own reasons, usually strategic rather than charitable, for extending or withholding patronage to displaced foreigners. Elder would have understood, probably from the very moment he decided to flee, that his survival and advancement in England depended on his ability to make himself useful to someone with the power to protect and reward him, and the single most valuable asset he possessed for that purpose was precisely the intimate, insider knowledge of Highland Scotland that his unusual dual formation had given him. It is against this background of urgent practical necessity, rather than any purely scholarly motive, that the Advice of a Redshank must be read.

The letter's central proposal was, on its surface, a straightforward piece of dynastic strategy. Elder urged Henry VIII to pursue the marriage of his son and heir, Prince Edward, to the infant Mary, Queen of Scots, a union that would, if successfully achieved, bind the two kingdoms together under a single future crown and resolve, at a stroke, the centuries of border conflict and strategic rivalry that had defined Anglo-Scottish relations since well before either kingdom had achieved anything resembling its modern territorial shape. This was not, in itself, an original or unusual proposal; the idea of resolving Anglo-Scottish tension through royal marriage had circulated in various forms for generations, and Henry VIII's own interest in pursuing exactly this match through a combination of diplomacy and, when diplomacy failed, outright military coercion was already well established by the time Elder wrote. What Elder offered that was genuinely distinctive was not the strategic proposal itself but the specific, granular knowledge of Highland Scotland's internal divisions that he believed could help Henry achieve it, and the letter's real interest, for the purposes of this book, lies less in its dynastic argument than in the ethnographic and political testimony Elder marshalled to support it.

Elder chose to call his own letter the Advice of a Redshank, and this choice of title repays the close attention this chapter now gives it. A less confident or less strategically astute author, aware of the mockery and condescension the name Redshank typically carried in Lowland and English usage, might have avoided the label altogether, presenting himself instead in more neutral or more flattering terms: as a learned Scottish cleric, perhaps, or a loyal servant seeking Henry's favour, without drawing explicit attention to his Highland origins or the particular ethnic stereotype attached to them. Elder did precisely the opposite. He placed the label at the very threshold of his document, in its title, making his Highland identity not an incidental biographical fact to be mentioned in passing but the explicit framing device through which the entire letter would be read.

This was a calculated rhetorical strategy, and it worked, so far as the surviving evidence allows us to judge, precisely because it inverted the usual direction of the label's force. Redshank, as the previous chapter has shown, functioned in ordinary Lowland and English usage as a term of mild contempt, marking its bearer as rustic, exotic, and culturally distant from the civility both Lowland Scots and their English neighbours claimed for themselves. Elder took that same term and repurposed it as a claim to authority. He would not pretend to be anything other than what an English reader might expect a Redshank to be; he would instead present himself as exactly that figure, a genuine Highlander writing from genuine, lived experience of Highland custom and Highland political rivalries, and he would ask his reader to recognise in that very authenticity a form of credibility that no purely Lowland or English observer, however learned, could ever claim to possess on the same subject. The title does the essential rhetorical work of the entire letter before a single line of its actual content has been read: it says, in effect, that here is testimony from the inside, offered by a man uniquely positioned to know what he is talking about, and that the very features of his identity a hostile reader might use to dismiss him should instead be understood as the source of his particular value.

It is worth pausing here to consider how unusual, and how psychologically demanding, this kind of self-presentation actually was. Elder was writing to the king of a country he had only recently entered, seeking material reward and personal protection from a monarch notorious, even by the standards of the period, for the unpredictability and severity of his displeasure. He had every practical incentive to present himself in the most conventionally respectable light available to him, minimising rather than emphasising anything that might mark him as foreign or suspect in Henry's eyes. That he chose instead to lead with his Highland identity, and to do so under a label carrying real cultural baggage, suggests either exceptional rhetorical confidence or an exceptionally accurate read of exactly what Henry's court wanted from a Scottish informant at this particular strategic moment: not another voice offering generic diplomatic advice indistinguishable from a dozen other exiled clerics and courtiers, but a genuinely differentiated source of specialised, otherwise inaccessible knowledge about a part of Scotland that most English policymakers understood only through rumour and prejudice. Elder gambled that his Highland origins, properly framed, would be an asset rather than a liability, and the subsequent trajectory of his career, however modest its ultimate rewards, suggests the gamble paid off.

The substance of Elder's ethnographic testimony, examined in the previous chapter for what it reveals about the etymology of the word Redshank, deserves further and closer attention here for what it reveals about Elder's own rhetorical method and about the broader argument he was constructing for Henry's benefit. Elder's description of Highland cold resilience does not appear in his letter as a free-standing piece of ethnographic colour, included merely to entertain or exoticise his royal reader. It appears as part of a sustained argument about the military and political character of the Highland population, an argument designed to persuade Henry that these were people worth cultivating as allies rather than dismissing as an ungovernable irrelevance at the margins of Scottish affairs.

Consider again, in this light, the precise wording Elder uses. He tells Henry that his people are called Redshanks in Scotland and rough-footed Scots in England, and explains that they can tolerate and endure cold better than any other people, going always bare-legged and bare-footed through summer and winter alike, save only on days of the most vehement frost. Read purely as ethnography, this passage simply describes a distinctive item of dress and its physical consequence. Read as part of a persuasive letter addressed to a king weighing the strategic value of an alliance, it does considerably more work than that. It presents the Highlanders as a physically formidable population, hardened by lifelong exposure to conditions that would incapacitate softer men, precisely the kind of population a monarch contemplating military and political entanglement in northern Britain would want on his side rather than against him. Elder is not merely describing Highland custom for Henry's curiosity. He is making an implicit military argument: these are hardy, capable people, and their friendship is worth having.

This reading gains further support from the detail, already examined in the previous chapter but worth revisiting here for its rhetorical rather than purely etymological significance, of Highland elites maintaining their bare-legged custom even at court, dressed otherwise in fine silks and velvets according to the height of continental fashion. Elder's inclusion of this detail is not incidental colour. It serves a specific persuasive function within the letter's broader argument, demonstrating to Henry that Highland custom was not simply the crude poverty of an unlettered peasantry, easily dismissed as culturally negligible, but a deliberately maintained marker of identity and pride among precisely the class of Highland leaders whose goodwill Henry's strategic interests required him to cultivate. If even the wealthy and courtly among the Highlanders held fast to this custom as a point of pride, Elder implies, then the Highlands possessed a coherent, self-respecting elite culture of its own, worth understanding and worth engaging on its own terms rather than through the crude, dismissive stereotypes that dominated ordinary Lowland and English discourse about the region. Elder is, in effect, asking Henry to take the Highlands seriously as a political actor, and he uses the specific, vivid detail of bare legs beneath courtly silk as the concrete evidence on which that larger argument rests.

It would be a mistake, however, to read Elder's letter as pure flattery of his own people, offered indiscriminately to secure English goodwill toward the Highlands as a whole. The Advice of a Redshank was, after all, a document written to advance a specific dynastic and strategic proposal, and Elder's broader argument required him to demonstrate not merely that the Highlanders were formidable but that their internal political divisions could be understood, mapped, and potentially exploited by a foreign crown pursuing its own interests. This is where Elder's testimony moves from ethnography into something closer to intelligence work in the modern sense, and it is this dimension of his letter that most directly anticipates the theme this book will develop across its later chapters concerning the strategic exploitation of Gaelic political fragmentation, whether in the Highlands themselves or, later and at greater length, among the rival lordships of Gaelic Ulster.

Elder's letter, beyond its famous passage on Highland cold resilience, offered Henry a broader survey of the political landscape of Gaelic Scotland, identifying particular clans, particular rivalries, and particular points of leverage that an English strategy aimed at winning Highland goodwill, or at minimum Highland neutrality, in service of the broader project of Anglo-Scottish union might exploit. The precise details of this political survey matter less to the present chapter than the underlying strategic logic they reveal, a logic this book will see recur again and again in its account of the Redshank century: that the fragmented, kin-based political structure of Gaelic society, so often dismissed by outside observers as primitive or ungovernable, was in fact susceptible to exactly the kind of divide-and-cultivate strategy that any sophisticated early modern state might apply to it, provided that state had access to intermediaries capable of translating its fragmented internal politics into terms a foreign crown could act on. Elder offered himself to Henry precisely as such an intermediary, and the offer, whatever its ultimate limited success, represents an early and instructive instance of a pattern this book's later chapters, dealing with the English crown's eventual countermeasures against the Redshank trade, will examine at much greater scale and consequence.

What did Elder actually receive in exchange for this offering? The surviving documentary record is frustratingly thin on the immediate reception of the Advice of a Redshank itself; there is no clear evidence that Henry VIII acted directly and specifically on Elder's proposals, and the broader English campaign to secure the marriage of Edward and Mary would in any case founder, within a few years, on Scottish resistance stiff enough to earn the whole episode its bitter retrospective name. But Elder's personal career did not founder with the failure of the broader diplomatic project he had attached himself to. He went on, in the years following his initial letter, to undertake cartographic and geographic work on Henry's behalf, producing material intended to map Scotland's terrain and internal divisions for English strategic use, work that drew on precisely the same combination of native Highland knowledge and literate, scholarly method that had characterised his original letter. This later service earned him a documented royal reward of five pounds in August of 1547, a sum recorded with the characteristic bureaucratic precision of Tudor administrative practice, a practice this book's later chapters, dealing with the far larger and
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