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			Preface

			I decided to write this book after I discovered one of my ancestors was murdered by a witch. Her name was Marion Paulson, and she was the wife of James Fotheringhame, who in the early seventeenth century was a farmer in the district of Burness, the northern limb of a thin, three-legged isle called Sanday, which amounts to something under twenty square miles, and lies just above the fifty-ninth parallel in a cluster of windswept islands off the north-east corner of Scotland.

			The witch was called Anie Tailzeour, also known as ‘Rwna Rowa’, or Red Runa. She was, in fairness, provoked. The indictment at her 1624 trial tells us Marion had ‘tane ane luik meal furth of your pock’; that is, she had pilfered a handful of ground oats or barley from Anie’s bag. In her anger, Anie pronounced a curse on anyone daring to eat her meal: ‘whereupon, the said Marion swelled, and now is dead, by your witchcraft and devilry’. This was just one of many accusations against Anie Tailzeour, some going back years. Later that summer, she was burned at the stake, on a bare hillside outside the little port and market town of Kirkwall, the place I was born and grew up.

			I cannot demonstrate a direct family connection to Marion and James, but there seems almost certain to be one. Sanday is a small place and Fotheringhame a distinctive local name. My maternal grandfather, Andrew Fotheringhame, a teacher born in 1890, left the island in the 1920s. His own great-grandparents were certainly resident in Sanday in the latter part of the eighteenth century, and the last of my cousins there died in 2009.

			Prior to starting this book, I had never been particularly curious about my own family’s history. Indeed, professional historians – sad to say – can sometimes be a little snooty about genealogical research and its alleged lack of concern with social and political contexts. Yet the tragically entwined fates of two early seventeenth-century women conjured a moment of unexpected clarity. The dividing walls between our prosaic modern world and an enchanted pre-modern one can be surprisingly thin and brittle. And the cultural and emotional distances between historians and their subjects are only ever as wide as we want to think they are. At least ten members of the assize, or jury, that convicted Anie Tailzeour in 1624 had the same surnames as people with whom I went to school.1

			There are many things that connect us to our ancestors, but, after DNA, the most important is surely place. The physical environment changes constantly, but we can still walk the same routes, climb the same hills, enjoy the same vistas, as people who lived hundreds of years before us. A sense of connection to lost lives in shared spaces is inescapable in the landscape chronicled by this book: a compact archipelago of around seventy variously sized islands, its limits and possibilities defined by the imminence of the sea, and refined by the whims of the weather.

			A word about naming. People will often talk and write about ‘the Orkneys’, but Orcadians (even long-exiled ones like myself) have a vigorous prejudice against this usage, despite some historical precedent for it. I suspect the reason is the splintered, scattering impression created by ‘Orkneys’. ‘Orkney’, by contrast, conveys a better sense of the unity of a place that, for the entirety of the period covered by this book, was often referred to as ‘the country of Orkney’. For similar reasons, I follow the Orcadian habit of locating people, places and events ‘in’ a particular island, rather than ‘on’ it – a rooted rather than precarious presence. Orkney folk will sometimes speak about matters ‘on the Mainland’, though by this they invariably mean the main island of Orkney, not the northern, Scottish half of the next-door island of Great Britain. ‘On Orkney’ is, of course, a geographical and grammatical nonsense.

			These matters seem more concrete from the top of Wideford Hill, a gentle yet elevated climb just to the west of Kirkwall. On a clear day, the summit offers breath-taking views of the Orkney Mainland, east and west, and of the islands, north and south, along an unbroken 360-degree arc. One stands here at the point of imagined convergence of multiple radial lines, from a dispersed array of bays, beaches, lochs, lighthouses, hills, headlands and busy modern wind-turbines.

			The effect, paradoxically, is one of both expanse and containment. Scotland’s north coast is visible, just, on the southern rim of the horizon, but most of what you can see seems a world in and of itself, domed by the sky and belted by the sea. Here, on a fresh, sunny Monday morning in February 2023, I get talking to a man walking three friendly dogs. It turns out his grandfather was taught by my grandfather at Burness School in Sanday, just after the First World War. The marriage of random encounter and common connection is typical of Orkney, present and past. Kinship and lineage matter here; who you are is mapped and measured by who your people were.

			Mention of the Great War dispels any temptation to imagine ourselves gazing upon an enclosed and impenetrable world. This book is a history of Orkney – a most book-worthy place – but it aspires to be more than a ‘local’ history. The story I want to tell is framed and filled by contact and conjunction. It begins in 1540, with the arrival in the islands of an illustrious royal personage, and ends in 1814, with the visit to Orkney of a scarcely less eminent national luminary.

			During the two and three-quarter centuries between those dates, Britain as we know it came into existence. Scholars refer to the era as ‘early modern’, but that insipid label does little justice to a sequence of dramatic – and often traumatic – processes, which profoundly reshaped patterns of society and redirected the course of countless individual lives.

			Across the British Isles, in the sixteenth, seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, ordinary people were submerged by successive waves of uninvited change. They experienced sweeping Reformation of religion; bloody civil conflict, rebellion and dynastic upheaval; the political union of once-sparring nations; the forging of empire, and the pursuit of warfare on a continental and global scale; an at first violent suppression, and then condescending dismissal, of folklore, magic and witches; a fitful flourishing of intellectual ‘Enlightenment’; benefits, and costs, of commercial, agricultural and industrial ‘revolution’.

			Storm’s Edge offers a fresh, oblique and, I hope, illuminating perspective on all these momentous processes. It does so from the vantage of a place usually omitted entirely from histories of the making of modern Britain, and often accorded only a passing mention in general histories of Scotland. When it appears at all, Orkney, more often than not, is glimpsed as part of a distant duo, ‘– and Shetland’. There will be recurrent references to Shetland in the pages that follow, but the more northerly archipelago was, and is, a distinct community with its own character and concerns.

			What the ‘Northern Isles’ have in common is their relatively late and fortuitous admission to the kingdom of Scotland, after centuries as a semi-independent Norwegian lordship. In the islands’ homegrown (and often excellent) historical writing, as well as in wider traditions of scholarship, ‘Viking’ Orkney has attracted considerably more attention than the later, post-medieval centuries – if not quite as much as the Neolithic era, when Orkney, with its extraordinary collection of imposing stone monoliths, beautifully constructed settlements, and elaborate multi-occupancy tombs, was a beacon of civilisation for Britain.

			Long after the twilight of Maeshowe, Skara Brae and the Ness of Brodgar, and with the passing of a ‘golden age’ of jarls and sagas, Orkney’s social, cultural and political position seemed to slide towards the margin, the periphery and the edge. The islands’ most influential chronicler in the early part of the twentieth century, the novelist and antiquarian Joseph Storer Clouston, believed that with the abolition of the old earldom at the beginning of the seventeenth century (events described in Chapter 4), ‘the history of the country of Orkney comes to an end and the annals of a remote Scottish county begin’.2 As we will see, it is a rather more complicated, and more interesting, story than that.

			It is certainly true that the idea of remoteness – with either negative or positive connotations – has defined perceptions of Orkney from the middle ages to the present day. It is a notion islanders themselves have sometimes adopted and amplified, though usually for sensible and strategic purposes of their own.

			To call something, or somewhere, ‘remote’ or ‘peripheral’ is to draw up rankings of value, and to make what may be unexamined assumptions about what is truly central and essential. ‘What was it like to grow up somewhere so remote?’ It’s a question I have quite often been asked, but never really known how to answer. Everyone lives at the centre of their own social and moral universe.

			In historical writing, the relationship between ‘centre’ and ‘periphery’ has long been a productive theme, in a variety of periods and geographical settings. Emphasis, however, generally falls on the ways in which the periphery presented a ‘problem’ for central government, rather than on priorities of people who actually lived there.

			The principal aim of this book is to make the peripheral central, to reverse the direction of the telescope and reorient the map. It invites readers to consider what might change in our perception of the past, when people, places and predicaments we instinctively regard as peripheral or remote become the central point of reference, the heart and hub of experience. One possibility is that it might encourage us to reflect on how all history is really ‘local’ history – that people’s most acute ambitions and anxieties are caused by particular conjunctions of presence and time, and not necessarily dictated by the themes picked out later as the defining issues of their age.

			In short, Storm’s Edge is intended as a subversive new way of telling what a famous children’s book (by Henrietta Marshall; no relation) called Our Island Story. The obvious is worth stating here: ‘Britain’ – still less England, Shakespeare’s ‘sceptred isle’ – is not an island, but an agglomeration of several thousand adjoining islands, sandwiched between the North Atlantic and the North Sea. Storm’s Edge is a kind of alternative history of Britain, but at heart it is a story about islands, and what they can teach us about crisis, conflict and the contours of community.

			Individual islands, and clusters of islands like Orkney, are revelatory places. They are of course real locations, but they are also storied sites of metaphor and the imagination, where strange things occur, ordinary rules don’t always apply and magic has opportunities to flourish. A cottage industry of modern scholarship devotes itself to the ‘phenomenology’ of islands – the challenges they present to notions of nationality and identity, and the distilled and condensed ways they endow physical space with cultural meaning.3

			Islands are indeed paradoxical places. As communities, they are prescribed by the clearest, most non-negotiable of boundaries. But they can also be surprisingly open and permeable, the encircling sea as much a conduit as a barrier. In relationship to mainlands, they are by definition marginal, if not isolated and secluded. Yet by virtue of participation in trade and proximity to sea-lanes, islanders often enjoy greater contact with the outside world than inhabitants of inland regions.

			Politically, islands can be stubbornly resilient and profoundly vulnerable, hard to invade but easy to dominate. The identities of islanders are resolutely local, formed and fixed by the demands of the environment and the social cement of collective experience. But, at the same time, islanders are constantly challenged to think about themselves in relation to the pull of other places. ‘No man is an island’, wrote the English poet John Donne, yet no island is ever really an island either. They are always both apart and a part.

			A brief overview of content and themes is in order. Storm’s Edge opens with a short Prologue, describing the visit to Orkney of James V, king of Scots, in the summer of 1540, and reflecting on its national, international and local significance. The first chapter provides a fuller introduction to Orkney around the end of the middle ages, and explores its shifting location – politically, legally, culturally and linguistically – between the kingdoms of Scotland and Norway. There follows, in the next chapter, an assessment of the religious culture of late medieval Orkney, looking at how, within the folds of a theoretically universal Church, belief and meaning were shaped by patterns of land and seascape, and by the habits and traditions of Orcadian people.

			Chapter 3 discusses how these habits, beliefs and meanings changed in Orkney, as they did across Britain, with the advent of Protestant Reformation – an abrupt plummeting of stone to water, whose ripples and ramifications will be felt through the remainder of the narrative. Another aspect of what has been called Orkney’s ‘Scottification’ is addressed in Chapter 4: the rise and demise of the ‘tyrant’ Stewart earls, ruling the islands in high style at a time of national consolidation in Scotland, and tentative union of the ‘British’ crowns.

			In Chapter 5, I draw on previously unutilised evidence to offer a new account of Orkney’s role in a trans-European tragedy: the prosecution and execution of ordinary people – mainly women like Anie Tailzeour – for the impossible crime of witchcraft. I seek to establish what was distinctive about Orkney’s entanglement in this most disturbing of historical episodes, and to move beyond instinctive moral abhorrence to sense the fears and motivations of those caught up in witchcraft cases, and reflect on what the accusations say about wider webs of meaning in their world.

			Britain’s dynastic and constitutional travails supply rich material for Chapters 6 and 7: a roller-coaster of revolution, civil war, commonwealth, restoration, revolution (again), unification and rebellion. Though often on the battered edge of these storms, Orkney people were at times makers of the political weather. The islands, I argue, had real practical and symbolic weight in contests over the identity and governance of Scotland and Great Britain.

			Chapter 8 puts Orkney’s ordinary inhabitants once more under the spotlight, investigating what happened to their distinctive language, culture and beliefs, as the political arguments tracked through the preceding chapters raged, subsided and resurfaced. It evaluates the efforts of the Kirk and its ministers in Orkney to create a pious, well-ordered, Christian society: an island laboratory in an age of experiment with enforced social engineering taking place right across Europe. Chapter 9 returns to the challenge of ‘locating’ Orkney – mapping the ‘progress’ of the islands by the close of the eighteenth century, and their significance for narratives of nationhood, and for practices of prosperity, imperialism and war. The Epilogue, following the novelist Sir Walter Scott north in the summer of 1814, invites us to look at Orkney through an outsider’s condescending eyes, while encouraging reflection on how celebrations of modernity and nationality remain haunted by preoccupations of the past, and hindered by the peculiarities of place.

			Orkney is not, and never has been, particularly large or populous, but a great deal can be said about its history and culture; more, perhaps, than I realised when I began. My approach in this book is that of the mosaicist, placing a myriad of small pieces in combination so that patterns form and emerge. Changing the metaphor slightly, the larger story is woven from intertwining threads of many smaller ones. These often involve humble and undistinguished men and women, whose lives I tend to find more intriguing, as well as more elusive, than those of the great and the good.

			Some individuals, and various threads of topic and incident, appear once and then re-emerge later in the course of the book. For purposes of orientation, I have inserted cross-references to earlier passages, though readers can cheerfully ignore these textual waymarkers if they choose. Though Storm’s Edge is based on extensive archival research, I have benefited enormously from the work of other writers on Orkney, living and departed. Those debts are occasionally acknowledged in the text, but more often – so as not unduly to impede the narrative – they are recorded in the endnotes. I have modernised, and anglicised, quotations from primary sources in Scots, while aiming to retain a flavour of rhythm and diction. A glossary at the end offers help with possibly unfamiliar terms and concepts.

			Underpinning all that follows is the hopeful conviction that a history of small places need not be a history of small matters and unimportant themes. Paying attention to the experience of Orkney in the ‘early modern’ era represents more than locating and inserting a missing piece of the jigsaw. It is an invitation to think in new ways about stories of nation and nationhood, islands and mainlands, tradition and innovation.

			After the confessions of this Preface, I attempt (not always successfully) to keep personal experience and family history out of the ensuing pages. It would be wrong, though, to pretend that historical writing can ever avoid being in some measure autobiographical. The relationship between outsiders and insiders, and the question of when and how people pass between these categories, is a fundamental dynamic of Orkney history that has always felt personally resonant. Relevant, too, is the challenge of how to hold, balance or express multiple and overlapping identities – Orcadian, Scandinavian, Scot, Briton, European, Christian, human. I am not alone in having a stake in these dilemmas. We should never look to the past for easy answers to modern predicaments, but history helps formulate the right questions to ask.

		

		
			Prologue

			A Journey and Two Maps

			The lords of Scotland were gathering in Edinburgh, as the king prepared to take to the water. A fleet lay impatiently at anchor in the harbour at Leith – twelve ships, according to a report from one of the spies scurrying, in the first weeks of May 1540, to send news to Henry VIII of England. Another estimated as many as sixteen vessels, ‘furnished with all the best ordnance, harness and habiliments of Scotland’. ‘Ordnance’ was artillery, a technology in which James V, king of Scots, took an enthusiastically boyish interest. Guns were brought down from the fastness of Edinburgh Castle; ‘in all Scotland’, Henry’s chief adviser Thomas Cromwell learned, ‘was not left ten pieces of ordnance besides that which the king doth take’.

			‘Harness and habiliments’ meant armour and livery coats, clamped to the sweaty backs of men waiting to embark. They had marched from across the realm to Edinburgh, behind an assortment of adamantine earls: Huntly, Arran, Argyll, Marischal, Cassillis, Erroll and Atholl. Five hundred had arrived from Fife and Forfar, rallied by the resolute, and periodically pious, cardinal of Scotland, David Beaton.

			A happy event delayed the departure. On 22 May, the queen, Mary of Guise, gave birth at St Andrews – ‘ane son and prince, fair and lifelike to succeed to us’, as James wrote in a brief triumphal letter to Henry VIII. On 12 June, James dictated his will, ‘knowing the uncertain adventures that may fall to all manner of men’; most likely, the fleet sailed the following day. English onlookers wondered nervously where the king of Scots was planning to go, and why.

			Relations between Scotland and its southern neighbour were, as often, strained. James was Henry VIII’s nephew. But ties of kinship had done nothing to stop English archers and billmen from slaughtering a Scots army, allies to England’s enemy France, on the bare hillside at Flodden in Northumberland in September 1513. Among the dead was the charismatic James IV, leaving an infant not yet two years old to succeed him. James V attained his majority in 1528, when religion was already starting to harden old enmities. In 1533, having failed to persuade the pope to dissolve his marriage to Catherine of Aragon, Henry VIII broke with the Catholic Church. The programme of religious reform that followed seemed to some enlightened and liberating, but to others violent and destructive.

			Scots and English alike were drawn to compelling new ideas about salvation emanating from Luther’s Wittenberg. But it suited James V to fashion himself, in contrast to Henry, as a loyal son of the papacy. In the late 1530s, English friars who had been evicted from their priories, as well as leaders of a failed rebellion, the Pilgrimage of Grace, found refuge in Scotland. Henry was angered by this succour for his enemies, now arrayed in international conspiracy against him. Chief among them was Henry’s cousin, Reginald Pole, a Catholic cardinal, in brooding Italian exile. Pole wrote to David Beaton in 1539 to congratulate him on his own elevation to the Sacred College. He hoped Beaton, and his pious royal master, would keep Scotland undefiled from the ‘contagion’ of its neighbour, which, ‘like a painted adulteress’, had abandoned its lawful spouse.1

			In the early summer of 1540, London put ships in a state of readiness, and sent artillery to places the Scots might be tempted to land. The French ambassador at Henry’s court relayed the English paranoia: James intended to travel to the continent to ally with the king of France, or he planned to sail to Ireland and ‘make himself lord of those who refuse obedience’. Suspicions were confirmed when a border captain described meeting a garrulous Scotsman who had been at James’s court during Lent. He had seen eight emissaries with letters for James from all the great men of Ireland, promising to ‘take him for their king and lord’.2

			All this was smoke and sea-mist. James V’s real intention, Ambassador Marillac revealed to his master, Francis I of France, was to ‘visit some of his islands which are on the coast of Ireland’ – as geographically accurate a description of the Hebrides as might be expected of an urbane diplomat from the Auvergne. The Highlands and Islands were a perennial problem for the Stewart monarchs, rulers whose authority was conventionally cast in terms of personal fealty not territorial domination: kings ‘of Scots’, not ‘of Scotland’.

			In the middle ages, real power in the west lay in the hands of the MacDonald ‘Lords of the Isles’. Their lordship had been brought to an end by James IV in 1493, but the region remained restive. ‘Daunting the isles’ – military expeditions to intimidate the independent-minded clans – was an old practice of the monarchy. James V’s father and grandfather led campaigns to the West Highlands, and his own plans to do so in 1531 were averted only by the unexpected submission of a rebellious chieftain, Alexander MacDonald of Islay. Another uprising in 1539, led by Donald Gorme MacDonald of Sleat in Skye, aimed to restore the abolished Lordship of the Isles. James thus travelled to the Hebrides in 1540 to demand submission from assorted MacDonalds, MacLeans and MacLeods.3

			The king sailed on the Salamander, an imposing warship acquired three years earlier as a wedding present from Francis I. It was accompanied by the Great Unicorn, also a gift from Francis, the Little Unicorn, the Lyon and the Mary Willoughby – the latter two, prizes captured from the English. The Salamander was furnished with hangings and tapestries, gold plate for the king’s meals and musicians for his entertainment. More practical equipment included four clocks and a compass. Another specially commissioned instrument – ‘ane whistle of gold to the King’s Grace’ – was of questionable nautical value, but allowed James to act the part of a stout sea-captain.4

			The journey was pure political theatre – a stately circumnavigation of regnal territories, affirming their boundaries in the sanctified presence of the monarch. It finished at the royal castle of Dumbarton, at the mouth of the Clyde, from where the king travelled overland back to Edinburgh, arriving around 6 July. In the meantime, his travels had taken him around the far corners of his dominions. It meant that in the summer of 1540, for the first time ever, a king of Scots made landfall on the islands to the north.5

			‘Beyond all the isles of Scotland lies Orkney, some part to the north-north-west seas [Atlantic], and some part to the Almain seas [North Sea]’. The renowned Scottish scholar Hector Boece’s Scotorum Historia (History of the Scots) was printed in 1527 and translated at the king’s command in the early 1530s. It supplied James with some idea of what to expect at this point of furthest distance on his travels.

			Arriving in Orkney meant crossing the Pentland Firth – the point at which the North Sea meets the Atlantic, and a place of hidden, treacherous whirlpools, and one of the world’s most powerful tidal currents. Distances to Orkney from the northern coast of mainland Scotland are short – under ten miles at the nearest point – but getting there always involved crossing a line and traversing a barrier, moving ‘beyond’. When James IV’s servant Alexander McCullough was dispatched north in 1500, his warrant offered protection ‘from the day of the passing of him forth of our realm to the said lands of Orkney until his return’. In 1521, John Major, principal of Glasgow University, wrote in his Historia Majoris Britanniae (History of Greater Britain) that, ‘outside Britain’, the king of Scots possessed islands, ‘such as, to the north, the Orkneys, which the Greeks and Latins ever spoke of with a sort of horror’. Ancient authors certainly wrote with wonder about ‘Ultima Thule’, a mysterious place at the furthest boundary of the inhabited world. Usually, it was thought to lie beyond Orkney, but frequent linkage of the places strengthened an association of the islands with the very edge of civilisation.

			For James V, as for all visitors since, there was no better time to come. In mid-June, the sun seems scarcely to set; night’s darkness is transmuted into a few hours of hazy twilight known as the ‘grimleens’. Orkney’s air is laced with light breezes, rather than the fierce winds encountered at other seasons. On the best days of summer, the islands sparkle in the sea, low on a squinting eyeline of the horizon, thin layers of subtly changing greens and blues under a vast dome of encompassing sky.

			Major’s chronicle took a matter-of-fact approach, observing that the Orkney Islands ‘produce in plenty oats and barley, but not wheat, and in pasture and cattle they abound. Orkney butter, seasoned with salt, is sold very cheap in Scotland.’ Boece was keener to enumerate ‘wonders’. Visitors would find greater abundance of birdlife, ‘wild fowl and tame’, than anywhere in Britain. James knew of this already: royal accounts make regular payments to the master falconer ‘to send in Orkney for hawks to the King’s Grace’. In December 1535, James gifted six birds from the islands to his uncle, Henry VIII. Orkney horses, according to Boece, were small of stature but unusually hardy, while ‘to speak of fish, there is more abundance thereof than any uncouth [foreign] folk may believe’. There was profusion of grains, but Orkney was quite ‘naked of wood’. Its people were ‘given to excessive drinking’, and brewers of ‘the starkest ale of Albion’.6

			In Orkney, according to John Lesley, a Catholic prelate writing a little later in the century, James was ‘honourably received’ by the bishop, Robert Maxwell. As a self-proclaimed paragon of Catholic piety, the king would have attended mass in Kirkwall’s cathedral. The mighty red-and-yellow-sandstone kirk of St Magnus towered over the front-gabled houses of the little trading port. James himself, in a charter issued four years earlier, lauded the cathedral as ‘one of the greatest fabrics in our kingdom and an ornament of the place in which its stands’.

			The king was in Orkney by 19 June, when he wrote a letter to the provost and baillies of Aberdeen, commending Andrew Buk, skipper of a vessel which accompanied the expedition across the Pentland Firth. We do not know how long James remained in Kirkwall, though long enough for the queen to send a ship there with dispatches for her husband. Bishop Lesley supplied no further details of the visit than to note the reprovisioning there of the fleet, but George Buchanan, in his 1582 History of Scotland, wrote how in 1540 the king ‘first sailed to the Orkneys, where he quieted the disorders, by apprehending, and imprisoning some of the nobility, and placed garrisons in two castles’ – the nature of these ‘disorders’ is something to which we will return.7

			Back in Edinburgh in late July, James informed Henry VIII that he had judged it wise ‘to visit our isles, north and south, for the ordering of them in justice and good policy’. Local tradition, bolstered by the authority of a plaque in Parliament Close, just off Kirkwall’s main shopping street, maintains the Scottish parliament was convened during the visit. That seems improbable, though James probably held court, and listened to local petitions and grievances. Among his first acts on returning was to write to the municipal authorities of Bremen, Schiedam and Rotterdam, complaining of outrages committed by Friesian and Flemish fishermen against his subjects in the Northern Isles.8

			Memories of the visit lived long in the islands. In Kirkwall, a gilded oak bed James was reputed to have slept in was shown to visitors up to the middle of the eighteenth century. In the parish of Sandwick, in the West Mainland of Orkney, the Kirkness family, of the farm of Stove, maintained into the nineteenth century a conviction they were a cut above their neighbours – in fact, knights. The story was that old John Kirkness, at his daughter’s urging, offered work as a gooseherd to a handsome red-haired vagrant, a youth with a tangible air of authority. On taking his leave, the stranger ordered John to kneel, tapped him on the shoulder with his stick and declared his descendants would be known as ‘the Belted Knights of Stove’. Their guest, the Kirknesses believed, was none other than James V.

			The motif – much favoured by Shakespeare – of a ruler passing incognito among his subjects, either for pleasure or to develop an understanding of their needs, is a familiar one in folklore. Several such tales became in later centuries linked to James V, though the possibility that in June 1540 the king absconded from his courtiers to labour on a West Mainland farm must be thought unlikely.9

			The visit’s most enduring legacy was a cartographic one. In 1583, a map with a remarkable history was printed in Paris by the French geographer royal, Nicholas de Nicolay. It bore the title Vraye & exacte description Hydrographique des costes maritimes d’Escosse & des Isles Orchades Hebrides avec partie d’Angleterre & d’Irlande servant a la navigation (A True and Exact Hydrographical Description of the Sea Coast of Scotland, and of the Orkney Isles and Hebrides, with Part of England and Ireland, Used for Navigation). Nicolay based his work on a chart he acquired in England in 1546, along with a text written in Scots. He published the text and map together as La Navigation du Roy d’Escosse Jacques Cinquiesme du nom, autour de son Royaume (The Navigation of the King of Scotland, James V, around His Kingdom).10

			Works of this kind are known as ‘rutters’. From the French routier, a rutter gives instructions for sailing coastal waters, and surmounting hazardous rocks, winds and tides, by navigating a course from headland to headland. It was achieved with compass, hourglass, lead and line, and a ‘traverse board’ – a mnemonic device with holes and pegs, to record speed and direction during the long hours of a crew’s watch. At James V’s command, the experienced pilot Alexander Lindsay prepared a rutter for the 1540 voyage. He may also have drawn the chart that came into existence around the same time. Lindsay’s reckonings allow us to track the fleet along the east coast of Scotland and across the Pentland Firth, as it skirted a low-water site of danger off Duncansby Head, ‘le Bar’ (the Bore), and a perilous confluence of tides at the north end of Stroma, the teardrop-shaped island parked between the Caithness coast and Orkney proper. If Lindsay’s advice was followed, the fleet laid anchor in the safe haven of Scapa Flow, and the king came ashore just to the south of Kirkwall.

			The subsequent fate of rutter and chart is a map in miniature of Scotland’s history in the turbulent middle years of the sixteenth century. After 1540, relations between James V and Henry VIII worsened. Encouraged by the Francophile Cardinal Beaton, James rebuffed persuasions to follow his uncle’s example and throw off the authority of Rome. When James failed to show up for a peace conference in York in 1541, a humiliated Henry made preparations for war. For the Scots, ignominious defeat ensued, an army lost at Solway Moss, Cumberland, in November 1542. Within weeks, James was dead – supposedly of a broken heart, though cholera seems a likelier culprit. In an echo of Flodden, a hapless infant was left on the Scottish throne; this time a girl, Mary, born barely a week before her father’s death, the son produced on the eve of the 1540 expedition having failed to see his first birthday.

			The years that followed witnessed what was later christened the ‘rough wooing’ – a campaign of violence and intimidation to force the Scots into acceptance of Mary’s betrothal to Henry’s son, Edward. Around now, a copy of Lindsay’s rutter came into the possession of the English border commander John Dudley, later duke of Northumberland, perhaps handed over by one of the Scots notables taken at Solway Moss.

			In 1546, Dudley was in Paris, with an English peace delegation. Here, he made the acquaintance of Nicolay, and clearly took to the young cartographer, whom he invited to accompany him back to London. In England, Nicolay recalled, Dudley allowed him to make a transcription of Lindsay’s rutter, ‘together with the marine chart, somewhat roughly made’. Back in France in 1547, Nicolay, with the help of a learned Scotsman, translated the uncouth work into respectable French, and presented fair copies of the rutter and chart to the new king, Henry II.

			They were soon pressed into military service. In May 1546, a band of Protestant zealots murdered Cardinal Beaton and seized control of St Andrews Castle. There, with expectations of English support, they held off for months the besieging forces of the regent, James Hamilton, earl of Arran. Equipped with Lindsay’s rutter and map, and accompanied by Nicolay himself, a French fleet set sail and at the end of July 1547 bombarded the castle and took it by storm. The defenders, who included the firebrand preacher John Knox, were consigned to back-breaking servitude on the rowing benches of French galleys.

			Cartography, the science of making maps, has often been an instrument of subterfuge, strategy and war. And maps have always been more than technical attempts to miniaturise physical topography. Consciously or not, they are interpretations of the meaning of territorial space, and they make political, cultural and ideological claims.

			The Lindsay–Nicolay map is an impressively detailed rendering of Scotland’s coastline, criss-crossed by ‘windrose lines’ – a technique that, in the centuries before accurate calculation of longitude, helped gauge distance and direction between destinations. Four and a half centuries on, one marvels at its precocious accuracy. It is a reassuringly familiar representation of the nation.

			Yet maps, like photographs, are notable for what they include and what they omit; for what they place at the centre and what is consigned to the margins. In Nicolay’s improved version of Lindsay’s original, we behold a kingdom of Scotland bounded and centred, a unity and an entirety. Scotland’s importance, as much as its relative location, is signalled by the marginal and incomplete presence of ‘Angliae pars’ and ‘Irlandie pars’ to the south, and by vistas of apparent absence to the west, north and east.
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			Figure 0.1: Nicholas de Nicolay’s 1583 map of Scotland, based on a lost chart drawn up for James V’s voyage around the coast of the country in 1540.

			

			Within this political ordering of space, the islands of Orkney, ‘Orchades Insulae’, are allotted a place on the perimeter – the king’s other island territory of Shetland, a hundred miles further north, drops entirely from view. Yet despite, or because of, this marginality, Orkney’s placement has symbolic importance. The islands – no fewer than twenty-eight of them individually named – sit atop the kingdom of Scotland like a capstone, or a hat’s feather. They are part of the greater whole, yet differentiated from it. In a frayed and fragmented affiliation to the fabric of the nation, threads of royal power are revealed. James’s widow, Mary of Guise, who in 1554 replaced Arran as regent for her infant daughter, was, according to Bishop Lesley, ‘well obeyed over all the parts of Scotland, as also in Orkney and in the Isles’.11

			Without islands there can be no ‘mainlands’. In Nicolay’s map, the Orkney Islands, through their placement on the boundary, help that larger entity find shape and definition. The uttermost of the islands, North Ronaldsay (Ronalsa), lies just inside the frame – an encompassing circuit of parallel printed lines, directing the viewer’s gaze inexorably inwards.

			Orkney, then, completed Scotland – and did so in more senses than one. Along with Shetland, it was the last major territorial acquisition of the Scottish crown. In 1468, James V’s grandfather, James III, had married Margaret, daughter of King Christian I of Denmark. Christian’s territories included Norway, of which the earldom of Orkney was an overseas tributary. Christian could come up with only a fraction of the 60,000 florins fixed as the dowry, and so for the remainder agreed to pledge to his son-in-law ‘all and sundry of our islands of the Orkneys’, until ‘whole and full satisfaction and payment is effectually made by us’; Shetland was pledged separately, for a smaller sum, in 1469.12

			It is an open question whether either side viewed this mortgaging – the ungainly Scots word is ‘impignoration’ – as a permanent arrangement. There is uncertainty, too, about whether it necessarily involved transfer from Christian to James, from Denmark to Scotland, of that elusive constitutional quality, ‘sovereignty’.13 In 1540, Orkney had been ‘Scottish’ for not much over two generations, and Scots observers usually regarded it as a place apart. For James, the Kirkwall visit was more than a convenient stopover. It was intended to demonstrate lordship in the furthest, and newest, reaches of his kingdom.

			In Venice, the year before the king’s voyage, a very different map was published, with Latin inscriptions and separate explanatory notes in Italian and German editions. Rejoicing in the title Carta Marina et Descriptio Septentrionalium Terrarum (Maritime Map and Description of the Northern Land), it depicted Scandinavia and the Baltic, the northern coastlines of Germany, the Netherlands and Britain, and the islands and archipelagos of the North Atlantic. In its surviving hand-tinted copies, the Carta Marina is a thing of rare beauty, endowed with vibrant colours, intriguing captions, meticulous indexing and exquisite illustrations (see Plate 3). It is also, in still more obvious ways than the Lindsay–Nicolay chart, a work of brazen propaganda.

			The map’s creator was a Swedish Catholic churchman: Olaus Magnus, younger brother of Johannes Magnus, archbishop of Uppsala. Both brothers opted for Italian exile after King Gustav Vasa hitched his country to the Lutheran cause. The Carta Marina nonetheless resonates with Swedish patriotism. From the map’s centre, the kingdom dominates the world of ‘Scandia’, seeming around twice the size of neighbouring Norway. One would scarcely guess that Denmark – from which Sweden secured precarious independence in 1523 – was the pre-eminent Scandinavian power of the day. In Magnus’s map, a geographically shrunken Denmark seems almost to cower at the feet of its northern neighbour.

			The legitimacy of Danish control over Norway – and of the Protestant Reformation the Danish authorities were in the process of imposing there – is also called into question. Next to the image of a Norwegian king and coat of arms, we find the caption ‘nemo accipiat coronam tuam’. It is a quotation from the Book of Revelation (3:11), the Lord urging the persecuted to hold fast, ‘that no man take thy crown’.

			Orkney, in the Carta Marina, is no kind of peripheral place. It occupies a prominent position in the map’s lower left quartile, at the centre of a nexus of locations: Shetland and Norway to the east; Scotland to the south; the Hebrides to the west; and, to the north, the Faroes, Iceland and the island of ‘Tile’ (Thule) – a place unknown to modern geography, but vivid in the imagination of classical and medieval authors.

			While not quite reaching the imposing magnitude of Iceland, Magnus’s Orkney is roughly the size of mainland Scotland, and of the (diminished) kingdom of Denmark. The islands, of which a caption declares there to be thirty-three, are not the scattering of arbitrary and angular shapes familiar from modern maps. Instead, we see compact, interlocking pieces, forming a virtually perfect circle. A half-dozen beautifully drawn ships are almost like bridges, across which one might walk from one island to the next.

			Defiantly unacknowledged is the fact of Scottish – or indeed Danish – possession. Next to the identifying label ‘Orcades’ sits the royal crest of Norway: a crowned, axe-bearing lion rampant, on a red field. Another crown, on the largest of the islands, bears the elegiac legend ‘olim regnum’ – this was once a kingdom. A glorious past is further evoked in the assertion ‘regum antique sepulture’, kings of old were buried here. This probably refers to Hakon IV, one of the greatest rulers of medieval Norway, who died in Orkney in 1263, and was buried in St Magnus Cathedral before being taken to his homeland.
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			Figure 0.2: The Islands of Orkney, from Olaus Magnus’s Carta Marina of 1539.

			

			Differentiation from Scotland is yet more explicit in the explanatory notes. These contain a section on Orkney, but not on mainland Scotland, which was not regarded as part of the ‘northern lands’. In Orkney, Magnus remarks, ‘they speak the Norwegian language, as a token that they belong to that kingdom, as do many other surrounding islands’ – he likely had Shetland and the Faroes in mind.14

			The Carta Marina includes only one Orkney place name, labelling the archipelago’s main island ‘Pomona’. The designation was widely recorded in medieval sources, as well as in Boece’s Scotorum Historia, but resulted from a longstanding scholarly error. The late third- or early fourth-century Roman writer Solinus, in his description of the imaginary island of Thule, reported it to lie at a distance of five days’ sailing from Orkney, adding ‘sed Thyle larga et diutina pomona copiosa est’ – that Thule is fertile and productive of long-lasting crops. Pomona – from pomus, fruit tree, fruit or apple – was the Roman goddess of abundance, and medieval chroniclers, sceptical about Thule’s fertility, chose to read the word as a proper noun, and to understand Solinus as saying that Thule was large, and Pomona fruitful and abundant. Orcadians rarely if ever referred to the island in this way, something of which James V was aware. In his 1536 charter, the king observed how Kirkwall, held previously by the Danes, was on ‘the greatest of all the islands of Orkney, called by us and the inhabitants thereof the Mainland [continentem] and then called by them Pomonia’.15

			Lindsay and Nicolay’s map allowed itself a single decorative sea-monster and a few illustrative ships, but is otherwise restrained and functional. The Carta Marina abounds with wonders and curiosities – in the vicinity of Orkney, the fabulous sea-creatures Balena, Orcha and Ziphius, with horns, spouts, beaks and fangs. In the unfathomable depths of the waters around Norway, Magnus wrote in his annotations, are many ‘strange and terrible beasts’.

			Magnus’s notes also make sense – if one can call it that – of an at first puzzling feature. From the east coast of ‘Pomona’, out over the North Sea, extends a large stylised tree branch. Three aquatic birds bob cheerfully on the waters beneath: ‘some ducks grown from the fruit of a tree’.

			Olaus Magnus returned to this remarkable phenomenon in his 1555 Historia de Gentibus Septentrionalibus (Description of the Northern Peoples), a comprehensive work of geography, ethnography and natural history. It tells readers that ‘in Orkney ducks are produced when the fruit from a certain tree falls into the sea. After a short while, when they can take wing, they fly off to join other ducks, either domestic or wild.’ The passage drew on a widespread medieval belief in the unique genesis of the black-and-white barnacle goose – so-called because it was thought to hatch spontaneously from the similarly striped goose (or gooseneck) barnacle, a crustacean attaching to ships’ hulls and pieces of driftwood that might readily be imagined as tree branches fallen into the water. A bonus was that the goose technically counted as a species of fish, and so could be eaten in good conscience during Lent.

			Magnus learned of the wonder from the writings of the Italian scholar Aeneas Sylvius Piccolomini, the later Pope Pius II. In 1435, Piccolomini was on Vatican business in Scotland, and wrote an account of his travels. He was told of a tree growing on the banks of rivers whose fruit resembled a goose. The fruit rotted if it dropped on land, but on falling into water sprouted feathers and wings, swam and took flight. Not unreasonably, Piccolomini asked to be shown this wondrous tree, but was told it was not now to be found in Scotland, but only in the Orkney Islands. ‘Miracles’, the future pope reflected wryly, ‘always seem to flee further into the distance.’16

			Two maps, created at a time of momentous political and religious realignment, have the islands of Orkney as their point of connection and contention. One is rooted in a trans-Scandinavian (and mythical) inheritance, while the other looks to the era of the emerging nation state. It would be easy – perhaps too easy – to see in them visions of the past and the future. The Orkney of the Carta Marina, with its stylised clump of interchangeable islets, is undoubtedly less ‘realistic’ than the Lindsay–Nicolay map. Its suggestion of copious areas of forestation will raise the eyebrows of anyone who has ever visited Orkney and looked to find shelter from the wind.

			Yet if the Carta Marina was wrong about the trees, it was right about other things. The map shows a dense network of churches and chapels in the islands. Their placement along shoreline and hillside links the harsh topography of a maritime environment to cycles of birth, bustle and burial, and unseen worlds of petition, blessing and grace. The Carta Marina also speaks some truths the Lindsay–Nicolay map does not want to hear. From the latter, we would know nothing of Orkney’s connections with the kingdom of Norway, nor that in 1540 most of its inhabitants spoke ‘Norwegian’; that is, the form of Old Norse usually referred to as ‘Norn’.

			Modern maps of Britain follow Nicolay in placing Orkney in the corner and on the edge, but that is an assigned rather than natural position. A map of the North Atlantic fixing Orkney at the centre would look very different. A ‘marginal’ location would be revealed as a point of confluence and connection, roughly equidistant between Bergen and Edinburgh, Oslo and Dublin, and Reykjavik and London. Because to ask ‘where is Orkney?’ is to raise important questions about the construction of Scotland and Britain, and the relation of both to rival centres of culture and power.
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			1

			Between Norway and Scotland

			A Description of the Orkney Isles

			There was no church on the island, so one Christmas the inhabitants, young and old, decided to get in a boat and cross to a neighbouring isle to celebrate the Nativity of the Saviour. Suddenly, a violent storm blew up, and the rage of the waters was such that the boat was overwhelmed and all on board drowned. At this, strange to report, the animals on the island – cows, sheep, calves, pigs, dogs, rabbits and every other living thing – threw themselves into the sea with amazing ferocity and were destroyed. From that day, nobody has ever lived there.

			The story was recorded towards the end of the sixteenth century, and was, its author insisted, ‘no fable, but an entirely true report’. He called the island Southay, meaning South Isle, but its actual name is Switha, perhaps deriving from Old Norse sviv-øy, an island that seems to be floating or swinging. Switha is a droplet of grassland, a mere hundred acres, edged by low cliffs. It lies along the southern approach to Scapa Flow, at rough equidistance from several larger neighbours: Walls to the west, Flotta to the north, South Ronaldsay to the east. To which of these the islanders were heading, our source does not say.

			In time, the animals returned. From at least the mid-seventeenth century, cattle, and latterly sheep, have grazed on the island. But their owners come only as occasional visitors. Whether Switha was ever continuously inhabited is uncertain – some ambiguous remnants of a once enclosed area lie along the southern shore. But in prehistoric times people arrived for purposes of ritual and memory. Two small standing stones, one in the northern part of the island and one in the south, are wedged carefully in position, and a couple of cairns may contain Neolithic chambered tombs.

			Switha is one of the least of the many isles of Orkney – in the view of a seventeenth-century writer ‘it rather merits, taken strictly, the name of holm than of island’.1 The Yuletide tragedy might be a baseless legend, or a dim folk memory of some real historical episode. Either way, the tale of the lost people of Switha has things to teach us about life and death in Orkney at the close of the middle ages. It opens a window on separate but interdependent communities in a varied island world; it reveals the connectedness of human islanders to other living creatures; it registers a deep-rooted need to mark and sacralise turning points of the year. Most of all, it conjures for us the ever-presence of the sea – at once beckoning and threatening, confining and liberating; a source of life, and, sometimes, a sentence of death.

			The story appears in a Latin Descriptio Insularum Orchadiarum (Description of the Orkney Isles). It is a fascinating and mysterious document. The original manuscript has long since disappeared, though transcriptions were made in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. In these, the title continues ‘by me Jo. Ben. who lived there in the year 1529’. This date is certainly wrong, as the text describes events which took place as late as 1582. There is, however, no mention of important happenings from the first years of the seventeenth century, and one possibility is that the first copyist accidentally transposed digits, and the date should properly read 1592. The identity of ‘Jo. Ben.’ cannot be established with certainty, though a plausible theory points to John Bonar, a clergyman who worked as a schoolmaster in Kirkwall and perhaps grew up in Orkney. A John Bonar was for a short time (1593–4) noted to be serving as a minister in North Ronaldsay.2

			It is in North Ronaldsay – the most northerly of the islands – that the Descriptio opens, a place which ‘often causes shipwreck to English and other sailors’. Jo. Ben. proceeds southwards to two other islands he knew personally: the long, low island of Sanday, skirted with smooth white beaches, and half-cultivated Stronsay, with its little satellite, Papa Stronsay (‘there is one farmer living there’). Then to the other isles of the northern constellation – Shapinsay, Westray (‘most fertile of all the Orcadian islands’), Papa Westray, Faray and Eday – and an inner cluster of islands off the upper shores of the Orkney Mainland: Egilsay, Rousay, Wyre, Eynhallow and Gairsay.

			Jo. Ben. had a theory for how the Mainland became Pomona. Slipping from Latin into Scots, he tells us it signifies ‘the middle of the apple, because it lies betwixt the North and South Isles [of Orkney]’ (‘apple’ is one meaning of pomum in classical Latin). The explanation is fanciful. But there is something astute in this metaphor of a place with its own core and layers. The central point where the Mainland itself narrowed was known as St Ola, ‘most blooming and pleasant’ of all Orkney parishes, and the location of Kirkwall, ‘a most excellent city’. In the low-lying East Mainland were the agrarian parishes of St Andrews and Deerness, and to their south the conjoined parishes of Holm and Paplay (‘men cross the sea here when they are travelling to the southern parts’).

			West from Kirkwall, Jo. Ben. describes the parishes of Firth, Stenness, Orphir, Sandwick and Stromness (‘a safe harbour; here is the best departure point for a fleet’). In the north of the West Mainland, we find the moorland parishes of Rendall and Evie, with a narrow strip of fertile coastline ‘where monstrous whales come in’, the Atlantic-facing Birsay and the uniquely land-locked parish of Harray. Then to the South Isles, set in an irregular crescent around the great natural harbour of Scapa Flow: South Ronaldsay, Flotta, Cava, (another) Faray or Fara, Swona, Burray, Walls, Hoy, Graemsay and – finally – Switha.

			Whatever its date of composition, or the identity of its author, the Descriptio provides a revealing account of Orkney in the sixteenth century. Other surviving surveys are dry listings of lands and rents, or were written by ill-informed outsiders relying on earlier sources. Jo. Ben. was a first-hand witness and – at least in part – an Orkney insider. He was also – though he would have recognised none of the words – an enthusiastic folklorist, anthropologist and ethnographer, fascinated by the customs, ecology and stories of people among whom he had spent time, yet to whom he did not quite belong.

			How many people lived in Orkney is impossible to say for certain. Jo. Ben. estimated a potential fighting force of around 5,000 in the Mainland, and as many again in the isles. On the assumption that adult males constituted around 30 per cent of the population, this suggests a figure above 30,000, which seems too high. Scotland’s first attempt at a national demographic census was in 1755, when Orkney’s population was stated to be 23,381 in a total of 1.265 million. Estimates of Scotland’s population in 1500 tend to hover around 700,000, implying 13,000 or so people in Orkney if its overall share had remained proportional. Demographic historians agree, however, that the population rose sharply over the course of the sixteenth century, and the number of inhabitants in Orkney at the time Jo. Ben. was writing may have been roughly the same, at around 18,000, as when I grew up there in the 1970s.3

			If so, the population was differently distributed. Kirkwall was much smaller, and the occupancy of the isles, north and south, considerably greater. Several islands noted by Jo. Ben. to be cultivated and inhabited – Eynhallow, Damsay, Fara (south) and Faray (north), Copinsay, Cava, Swona – experienced final depopulation in the nineteenth and twentieth centuries.
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			Figure 1.1: An Orkney township, Rackwick in Hoy, photographed at the start of the twentieth century. Orcadian farmers lived in close proximity, their shared fields encircled by the community’s hill dyke.

			

			In both Mainland and isles, the majority lived in ‘toons’. These townships were not villages, but defined blocks of arable land, of varying size, lying within the parish boundaries. Each township contained a scattering of farmsteads, whose occupants toiled alongside each other in large fields subdivided into individually held strips or ‘rigs’. Periodically, these were reassigned to ensure everyone received a share of the best, and worst, soil. The land itself, for taxation purposes, was divided into ‘urislands’ (ouncelands) – districts notionally owing an annual ounce of silver for the land tax known as ‘skat’. An urisland was further divided into eighteen ‘pennylands’. The pennyland was a basic unit of land valuation which equated roughly to a small farm. Most townships were smaller than a single urisland, though some larger ones encompassed several.4

			Townships peppered the landscape in fertile, lower-lying parts of the Mainland – Deerness, Harray and Sandwick – as well as some of the larger and better-cultivated islands: South Ronaldsay, Sanday and the southern half of Westray. Elsewhere, the populated land tended to run in a wide or narrow belt along the bends of the shore. These patterns of settlement, based on viable agricultural soil, had changed little since the Iron Age.

			The defining feature of almost every township was its ‘hill-dyke’ – a usually turf-built construction, six or so feet in height, whose maintenance was a solemn collective responsibility of the community. The dyke looped around the cultivated fields or townland on the inner side, marking it off from the rising moorland beyond. Its function, during seasons of sowing, growing and reaping, was to keep animals out of the crops. Cattle grazed at will on the common land of the ‘hill’, before being let back into the townland once the harvest was brought in. But – as we shall see – the dyke was an important symbolic as well as practical barrier. Orcadian lives were lived in the imagined as well as physical spaces between the push of the hill and the pull of the sea.

			Patterns of agrarian life in sixteenth-century Orkney were found elsewhere in Scotland, including the runrig system for shared use of arable land. Yet some things struck Jo. Ben. as unusual. The agricultural cycle began late – ‘they till not until the spring of the year, and as they till so they sow’. Jo. Ben., like many later commentators, mocked the flimsiness of the distinctive Orkney plough: ‘the culter and the sock [cutting blade and ploughshare] be not two pounds in weight’. Cereal crops, grown in generous quantities, were oats and a strain of barley, unique to the islands, from the variety known as ‘bere’. It seemed noteworthy that crops ‘are handled only by men; their women neither shake the straw, nor yet winnow the corn’, though Jo. Ben. offered no theory on why this was so. The men also kept watch on the phases of the moon, making sure that cattle slaughtered for winter sustenance around Martinmas (in mid-November) were killed while the moon was waxing; Orcadians believed ‘they grow in the barrel’.

			Jo. Ben. has surprisingly little to say about fishing, but the sea’s centrality to the islands’ subsistence economy is a recurring theme of his text. Virtually the only manure used was ‘seaware’, the nutrient-rich marine algae found everywhere along the ebb-tide shore. Marine fauna supplemented the produce of the land. At Orkney’s northernmost point, the rocky islet of Seal Skerry off the North Ronaldsay coast, large numbers of the eponymous aquatic mammals came ashore to bask on the rocks. Jo. Ben. describes local farmers setting on the seals with stout clubs – he had once seen sixty killed in this way. In Eday, fierce battles were waged against ‘huge monsters’. These, presumably, were pods of beached whales, as the islanders’ prize was to chop the carcasses in pieces, and boil them into oil.

			The Descriptio generalises outrageously – Orcadian men are ‘much given to drinking and debauchery’, and to fighting among themselves. Yet it often asserts the individuality of islands and Mainland parishes. Cava ‘has very good cheese’, Swona ‘a safe station for foreign ships’. Birches grow on Hoy, but not on other islands, ‘which are without trees’. In Firth, ‘oysters are caught in abundance’. Deerness once had a goldmine – an unlikely sounding proposition, though Jo. Ben. documents a fatal accident there in 1506. The women of Kirkwall were much given to wantonness, ‘I think on account of the abundance of fish’. On Faray, ‘the pleasant isle’, good for grazing cattle, ‘children sing to the beasts’. The pastoral idyll contrasts with the sparseness of life in North Ronaldsay: ‘they lack fuel for fire, except for dried seaweed … the best fuel comes from cattle dung, spread on a wall and dried in the sun’.

			There are scattered suggestions of community rivalries, even antagonisms. For reasons Jo. Ben. does not think to explain, one island’s inhabitants were referred to as ‘the liars of Walls’. Harray people, renowned for their indolence, were jeeringly called ‘the sheeps of Harray’. In Sanday, visiting the graveyard of the church of the Holy Cross, Jo. Ben. saw a collection of large skulls. He asked an old man for an explanation, and was told that the isle had once been subject to the people of Stronsay, who came annually to demand tribute. Eventually tiring of this tyranny, the Sanday folk prepared an ambush, and ruthlessly slaughtered the Stronsay men, their wives, children and servants.

			Jo. Ben. heard various time-salted tales of this kind, some, like the sad story of Switha, serving to account for an otherwise inexplicable desolation in places where people ought to have been. The little tidal island of Helliar Holm, off the southern coast of Shapinsay, had once housed two brothers, one godly, the other impious. A quarrel arose, and the ungodly brother denounced his sibling to the bishop for sexual relations with a kinswoman by marriage. When the bishop responded by expelling them from the island, their wives, on bended knee, cursed the place, ‘which is why no one has lived there to this day’.

			Several passages reveal residues of the distant past in the daily environment of Orcadians. In Stenness, by the side of a large loch, was a circle of tall, wide stones, each ‘the height of a spear’. Nearby was a tomb, which Jo. Ben. himself had seen, and from which, he had been told, were retrieved the bones of a man no less than fourteen feet in length, with a sum of money beneath his head. This likely refers to the great chambered cairn of Maeshowe, certainly broken into several times before its excavation in the nineteenth century.

			Giants were associated with several mysterious structures. In a section on Hoy, Jo. Ben. described the monument that has come to be known as the Dwarfie Stane: a huge slab of red sandstone, deposited by a retreating ice-flow in an isolated, steep-sided glacial valley. It is a unique British example of a Neolithic or early Bronze Age rock-hewn tomb, with a laboriously hollowed-out inner chamber about three feet high; Jo. Ben. rightly describes it as ‘worthy of wonder’. He adds that it was carved as a bed-chamber by a giant and his pregnant wife; how they managed to fit is not clear. An entrance blocking-stone, which now sits beside the monument, was brought over by a jealous rival giant to trap the couple within, though they escaped by making a hole in the roof.

			Twenty miles to the north-east, in the small, flat island of Wyre, there also ‘once lived a lofty giant … the outline of his house is still there’. Atop a low hillock on the north side of the island are the remains of a defensive structure. Locals have always called it Cubbie Roo’s Castle, and in later centuries tales of this legendary colossus circulated throughout the North Isles of Orkney. He was most likely an imposing twelfth-century Norse chieftain, Kolbein Hruga (Kolbein the Heap), whose ‘fine stone fort’ is mentioned in the Orkneyinga Saga, or saga of the Orkney earls, compiled in Iceland at the start of the thirteenth century.

			Another wonder, ‘a story told by the old people’, concerned a large stone in the church of St Mary, at the southern tip of South Ronaldsay. It bore the impressed image of two human feet, ‘a thing no workman could have made’. The enigmatic ‘Ladykirk Stone’ is still there, housed in an eighteenth-century church occupying the earlier site; modern scholars consider it a Pictish artefact for some sort of coronation ritual.5 The tale told to Jo. Ben., however, concerned an exiled Frenchman, whose ship foundered in a violent storm. He survived by leaping onto the back of a sea-monster, vowing that, should he be carried safe to land, he would build a church to honour the Virgin Mary. His prayer was answered: the beast bore him to shore, and at once was transformed into stone.

			The story is an intriguing blend of medieval Catholic piety and older folk belief about sea-creatures and storms. It makes sense of a mysterious but revered artefact, and ascribes significance to its presence in a specific local site. Orkney’s popular culture was a patchwork of such narratives and memories, stitched together with threads not always easy for a stranger to detect.

			Jo. Ben. was no hardened sceptic, but neither was he naively credulous – ‘if it deserves to be believed’ was his cautious (or sarcastic) verdict on the Dwarfie Stane and the giants. If Jo. Ben. was indeed John Bonar, Protestant minister of the first generation after the Reformation, the disapproval of old beliefs is to be expected. ‘Here you may discern their fictitious and fantastical traditions’, he writes about Eynhallow – the small ‘holy island’, once perhaps the site of a monastery, anchored in the narrow but treacherous tidal sound between the Mainland and the fast-rising ground of Rousay to the north. It was believed here that if corn was cut after sunset, blood would drip from its stalks. We will return in a later chapter to Jo. Ben.’s disparaging opinions about pilgrimage to old chapels, belief in ghosts and spirits, and the islanders’ preoccupation with napaeae, the fairies.

			The Descriptio takes us closer than any other source to the beliefs and customs of late medieval Orkney. But it is not in the end a view from inside. The people about whom Jo. Ben. wrote are always ‘they’, never ‘us’. He thought he had come to know them well, but did not entirely trust them: ‘they are cunning and very subtle’. Whether he always understood them in a literal sense is a moot point. A throwaway line grabs the modern reader’s attention. ‘They use their own way of speaking, as when we say Good day, Goodman, they say goand da, boundae, etc.’6

			That ‘etc.’ is perhaps the most frustrating abbreviation in the history of modern linguistics. It abruptly cuts off the earliest in a meagre handful of recorded speech fragments from a lost native language of the British Isles. Norn was once the dominant tongue of Orkney, Shetland and some parts of northern mainland Scotland. The word means simply ‘Norse’ or ‘Norwegian’, deriving from the adjective norrœn (northern). Norn’s roots lay in western Norway, in the dialects spoken by the first settlers to migrate from those parts across the maritime zone of island settlement known to Norwegians as ‘vest i havet’, west over sea.

			Over time, Norn diverged from speech-forms used in Norway, as happened in other western outposts of the Scandinavian world, Iceland and the Faroe Islands. The salutation goand da corresponds to the Icelandic or Faroese góðan dag (with a similar pattern of masculine accusative ending on the adjective).7 Boundae is a farmer (bóndi in modern Icelandic and bonde in Norwegian), but here equates to countryman or resident, and could be translated well enough as ‘fellow’. Jo. Ben.’s phrase evokes memories of the cheerful greeting ubiquitous in the Orkney of my youth, still widely used, and heard nowhere else in Britain: ‘Whit like the day, beuy?’

			Icelandic and Faroese are thriving living languages, but Norn has long since disappeared from Europe’s linguistic map. It has not quite disappeared without trace, but those traces – as with a possible linkage of boundae–boy–beuy – are often elusive and ambiguous. The ‘decline’ of Norn is hard to track with certainty. Yet it is a crucial element in the story of how a community on the western frontier of the Scandinavian world came to be absorbed – gradually, awkwardly and never completely – into first a Scottish and then a British cultural and political orbit.

			Jo. Ben. was a Scot – a ‘guidman’ not a boundae, and a Protestant not a Catholic. From the late sixteenth century, people of his kind were ascendant in the islands, and worked hard to transform Orkney in their own image. But in this they were never entirely successful, and in the process of seeking change they would be changed themselves. Before Jo. Ben. set foot in Orkney, and long after he left, the islands were a place of dialogue and encounter – a market and a crossroads as much as a margin or an edge.

			The Seal of the Community of Orkney

			Scots had been making their mark in Orkney long before the political transfer of 1468. It could hardly have been otherwise, given the islands’ close proximity to the Scottish mainland. Yet that mainland itself was only gradually prised away from Norwegian power and influence over the course of the middle ages. Why else would one of the most northerly counties of Scotland come to be known as Sutherland, the southern land? The habit of referring to Orkney and Shetland as ‘the Northern Isles’ predates the union with Scotland. They were the ‘Norðreyjar’ to differentiate them from the ‘Suðreyjar’ – the ‘southern islands’ of the Hebrides, likewise long under the sway of Norway.

			In the earldom of Orkney’s medieval heyday – that is, during the tenth to thirteenth centuries – the islands were not some isolated outpost of Norwegian rule but a central hub in a maritime empire extending further to the west and south. Royal expeditions heading for Ireland, the Isle of Man, Scotland or England regularly dropped anchor here to provision and raise troops. Orkney jarls and other island chieftains cheerfully raided on their own account in the Hebrides and down the eastern seaboard of Scotland.

			Things changed after the Battle of Largs, fought on the Firth of Clyde in 1263, the last confrontation between the forces of Scotland and Norway. The defeated Hakon IV died in Kirkwall on his way home. The Treaty of Perth (1266), signed by his successor Magnus VI and the Scots king Alexander III, ceded to Scotland at least titular control of the Isle of Man and Hebrides, while confirming Norwegian possession of Orkney and Shetland. In return for ownership of the Suðreyjar, the king of Scots agreed to pay a lump sum and a tribute of 100 merks (‘the annual of Norway’), to be deposited yearly at a suitable site in the closest part of Norwegian territory: the cathedral of St Magnus in Kirkwall. Henceforth, as the historian Ian Peter Grohse has suggested, Orkney moved from a position in the interior of the Norwegian realm to one on its outer frontier, at the same time becoming a place of diplomatic rather than of martial encounter between the kingdoms of Norway and Scotland.8

			Medieval Orkney, like Iceland, Greenland and the Faroe Islands, was a skattland of the kingdom of Norway – a tributary territory, owing ‘skat’ or tax as an acknowledgement of subordinate status. Kings of Norway appointed ‘sysselmen’ (bailiffs or sheriffs) to collect revenues, and to keep an eye on earls of Orkney whose hereditary claims the crown theoretically denied but was obliged in practice to accept. There was also a chief judicial officer, known as the ‘lawman’, to administer laws of Norway which were extended to all skattlands in the later thirteenth century. Norwegian law was amended to take account of local customs and traditions, though no island lawbook survives to reveal exactly how the adjustments worked out in the case of Orkney.

			We know how decisions were authenticated. The lawman held an official seal, granted to the people of the islands by the Norwegian crown, and bearing the legend ‘sigillum: comunitas: orcadie’, the seal of the community of Orkney. It
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