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The Medieval Parishes of Galloway
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Galloway and Carrick with modern towns




PROLOGUE

Historically Galloway was known for its Christian church, more ancient than the churches of Iona or Canterbury, and for the ferocity of its people. That paradox reflected the love-hate existing between medieval Galloway and its neighbours to north and south. This story is therefore something more than a parish-pump history, for those neighbours were distinguished and formidable powers. Over the years, they included the Roman Province of Britannia, the post-Roman (British) kingdoms of the North, and the Anglian Kingdom of Northumbria. All three extended their territory into Galloway in their time. Then later, when the little Scots Kingdom of Dalriada had absorbed Pictland, and swallowed Lothian as well as the Kingdom of Strathclyde, Galloway found itself facing across an extended frontier an enlarged Kingdom of Scots, claiming overlordship. An even hungrier predator occupied the south — the Norman Kingdom of England — offering opportunities for a three-cornered diplomatic game. ‘The little kid fought all night but in the morning the wolf ate him.’ The night lasted nearly 400 years, and the metaphorical morning was as much feast-day as funeral.

The term Galloway, though originally more elastic, applies today to the extreme south-west of Scotland, west of the river Nith and south of the Ayrshire border. Its countryside is a system of promontories and river valleys sloping south from a rocky spine to the waters of Solway Firth. Its western peninsulas are washed by the Irish Sea. So it is encircled to the west and south by the sea, and to the north by the hills. To the east the corridors of Nithsdale and Annandale, running north and south, are slotted by Roman roads, and for centuries formed a defended boundary. Hence Galloway seemed to be set apart by its very geography to be a separate territorial entity. As such it was populated in Roman times by a tribe called the Novantae. The Novantae were Britons, Celtic people akin to the native population in the south already under Roman rule. In Galloway they were to have a long history. In the twelfth century a Scottish charter referred to them as ‘Welsh’. Today the language they had spoken is sometimes called ‘Cumbric’; but these terms are ambiguous. It will perhaps be least confusing consistently to call their descendants Britons and British, and their language and culture Brittonic. Over centuries their territory had been carved out of the great southern arm of the Caledonian Forest. It was the Coit Celidon of Arthurian tales, from which (it can be argued) the name Galloway derived.1

As territory it was desirable both economically and strategically. Only the strong could hold Galloway because acquisitive powers invariably wanted it. Its broken coastline and natural harbours had invited ships to its shores since the Bronze Age, when the trade routes between the Mediterranean and the western coasts of Britain were first developed. Galloway’s centrality on the Irish Sea coasts made its people habitual sea-farers. Their destinations were not confined to the Isle of Man, Ireland, or the Scottish firths and Western Isles. They had regular commerce with Wales, Cornwall and Brittany, and even the Loire valley and Mediterranean ports.

Inland the countryside was rich. It is tempting to speak of milk and honey. Medieval food-rents were paid in cheese; and the wax from local bees lit the shrine of its holiest saint. The pastures not only fed cattle, sheep and goats, but made the country famous for horse-breeding. For home consumption the south-facing valleys produced cereals. There was timber in plenty, and an abundance of wildlife and fish. In the Middle Ages and probably before, salt was panned along the coast. Wool, hides, horses and hunting dogs, and crafted jewellery were exported; and Galloway had minerals — iron, copper, silver and a little gold. In exchange its people could afford to import wine, oil, fine glass, millefiori rods for jewellery making, and artefacts that lent prestige to the possessor.

The Roman Army reached Galloway in AD 82. The classical writer Tacitus describes how that summer the Romans crossed the river Annan and marched westward along the northern Solway coast until stopped by the western sea. From the Rhins of Galloway, where the double peninsula thrusts its hammer-head into the strait, their Commander-in-Chief Agricola, must have stood and gazed across the bright choppy water, his eyes narrowed in calculation. The hyacinth-blue outline of the shore and the floating mountains of Ireland tantalised and beckoned him. He would talk sometimes in later years of his hopes of conquering Ireland, the troops that would have been needed, and the relatively low cost of the operation. But his dream was not to be realised. His immediate duty was to subdue the land of the Novantae and order routine operations for its occupation.

These included a systematic survey of the newly acquired territory. It was to some extent on that military survey that the second-century geographer Ptolemy based part of his map of Britain. It is a rough sketch-map with the defect that the north of Britain is turned through an angle of 90 degrees. Instead of lying due west, the Rhins of Galloway stand perpendicular like an obelisk pointing due north. Once this is rectified by turning the map round, it has useful information to offer. It is the source for the name of the tribe Novantae, and shows the two native oppida or tribal centres — Rerigonium and Loucopibia.

The Roman occupation of southern Scotland was relatively short. By AD 200 the Romans had withdrawn their northern boundary to the line of Hadrian’s Wall which they held until the early years of the fifth century. The place-names of Ptolemy’s map however survived. The exact site of Rerigonion is not known, but it must have lain on the shores of Loch Ryan, that derived its name from that root, meaning very royal place’.2 The oppidum may lie under the modern port of Stranraer, but an alternative and more likely site is Innermessan, which is now a village but was once a town with a grid of streets and a busy economic life.
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Ptolemy’s map of North Britain. The peninsula of SW Scotland is pointing due north (Crown copyright, Ordnance Survey)



The second oppidum of the Novantae, is marked on Ptolemy’s map with the garbled name of Loucopibia. A seventh-century document — the Cosmography of Ravenna — called it Loucovia, and variants of this name suggest a Greek word ‘Leukoikia’ corresponding to the Latin ‘Candida Casa’ (meaning shining white house), the early name for Whithorn. That the Cosmographer may have had information identifying ‘Loucopibia’ with Candida Casa is an attractive thought, but for the present can be no more than a speculation. Alternatively the Roman fort at Glenlochar near Castle Douglas has been suggested as the site of Loucovia. It lies a short distance from the great medieval Castle of Threave, and Carlingwark Loch which the Romans may have called ‘Loctrebe’.3 After AD 200, when the northern frontier of the Roman Province was moved back to Hadrian’s Wall, ‘Loucopibia’ was forgotten; but the prestige of Rerigonium was hazily remembered. The name was preserved in Welsh tradition as Penryn Rionyt, the Rerigonium peninsula.

A medieval Welsh Triad recalled the three thrones of Britain, which meant apparently the three centres of British power that survived the English settlement of Britain. One was Cornish, one Welsh, and one, the power centre of the Men of the North, was Penryn Rionyt. According to the Triad the ruler at Penryn Rionyt was the legendary Arthur, and the bishop Strathclyde’s St Kentigern.4 Kentigern was a stranger to Galloway, and his presence in the Triad marks transmission of the memory to Wales via the tenth-century Kingdom of Strathclyde. Although this tradition was imperfectly remembered, or more precisely suffered distortion in being handed down, the core of the message was authentic. For Galloway remained an enclave of Brittonic social organisation, law and language, after the kingdoms of the North in Lothian, northern England, and even Strathclyde itself, had passed away.
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A Bronze-Age crescentic plate, an outstanding specimen of La Tène art (200–400 BC). It testifies to the wealth and culture of the British Celts in general and the Novantae in particular. Found in Balmaclellan with a mirror of the same period (Royal Scottish Museum)
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A stretch of the military road at Skyreburn Glen, west of Gatehouse of Fleet. Although this road was built in the eighteenth century, it is believed to follow the course of a Roman road (Crown copyright, RCAHMS)
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Aerial view of the Roman fort at Glenlochar, Castle Douglas. The military installations from Dalswinton in Dumfriesshire via Glenlochar to the fort at Gatehouse of Fleet were the chief legacy of the Roman occupation of Galloway (Crown copyright, RCAHMS)



The name Rerigonium, ‘the very royal place’, still vibrates in the place-name Loch Ryan.5 Yet a younger place-name became current in the post-Roman period, with an even more evocative quality. The Latin Candida Casa explicitly — proclaimed a humble and a holy place — the shining white house (or more precisely) cabin. In the seventh century the Northumbrian Angles translated it into Old English as ‘aet Hwitan aerne’, now Whithorn, and this has remained the name of the town. The symbolic implications of the Latin Candida Casa, radiating the light that shines in darkness, the light of Christ, ensured its use throughout the Middle Ages as applying to the bishopric, the monastery and the cathedral church.
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Roman bronze patella (skillet) discovered on the crannog in Dowalton Loch in the medieval parish of Longcastle, when the loch was drained in 1862. The patella was stamped with the founder’s name P. Cipius Polibius. A similar patella with the same stamp was found at Pompeii, thus dating both to first century AD (Royal Scottish Museum)


In 1984 proposals to develop the Glebe field alongside the ruins of the medieval cathedral church of Whithorn led to a quick check on the archaeological potential of the site. A few trenches quickly revealed rich deposits. The development plans were found another site, and after consultation between church leaders and academics, the Whithorn Trust was set up to undertake a major archaeological excavation. The excitement of the Dig and its discoveries have brought both local people and visitors from around the world to Whithorn. In their interest and enthusiasm they want to know more about Candida Casa, and about the early Christian and medieval kingdom of Galloway, and they ask for a book. This one is a response.
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Relief and main rivers of Galloway and Carrick (Map by Dave Pollock, reproduced in PSAS)
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Celtic dress ornament from the Longcastle crannog. (Collections of the Ayrshire and Galloway Archaeological Association, reproduced EL)



1

THE FIRST BISHOPRIC:

St Ninian of Candida Casa

I shall proceed then, to write the life of the holy man . . . during his episcopate, in spite of having been unable to ascertain all the facts . . . deeming it sufficient to record only what is outstanding. There was the reader to be considered, who might be wearied with an accumulated mass of material. But I do ask those who are intending to read, to give credence to what is said, and not to think that I have written anything not duly ascertained and tested. Rather than utter falsehoods, I would have chosen to say nothing at all.

Sulpicius Severus1

There stands today in a small museum in Whithorn in Wigtownshire a memorial stone dating from about AD 450, with the Latin inscription: ‘We, Latinus aged thirty-five and his daughter aged four, praise thee, Lord. Barrovadus, a nephew [or grandson] set up this monument.’2

An alternative translation reads: ‘We praise thee, Lord. Latinus (kinsman of Barravadus) aged 35 and his daughter aged 4, made a refuge here’. Despite the ambiguity the essential message is clear beyond doubt. ‘We praise thee, Lord’, proclaims the arrival of the Christian Gospel at Whithorn by the mid-fifth century. The archaeological excavation at Whithorn which began in 1984, has revealed a settlement roughly contemporaneous with the memorial to Latinus. In parallel with the archaeological evidence, literary sources name Nynia or Ninian as Bishop of Candida Casa.

Ninian’s career must be viewed against the dissolution of Roman Britain and its impact on Britons living north of the limits of the Roman Empire. Before AD 410 Roman military forces had been evacuated from the Roman Province in the south. The plight of the Romanised ‘citizens’ of that Province, and their struggle to defend themselves and their ‘romanitas’ against barbarian attack is well-known. It is less often considered that the Britons to the north of the Wall (accustomed to autonomy over the preceding 200 years) proved better able to deal with the consequences of Roman collapse.

While the southern ‘citizens’ were yet paralysed with shock and fear at the departure of the Roman garrisons, the emerging British kingdoms of the North came into prominence. They had developed their political organisation in the course of a long struggle to protect their tribesfolk and territory against the Picts from the far north and the Irish in the west. Out of the looser tribal societies of the Votadini, Selgovae, Damnonii, Novantae and (spanning the Roman Wall) the Brigantes, small states came into being ruled by princes with the support of a native military elite. Their territories lay beyond the boundaries of the Roman world; but constant Pictish attack had compelled their alliance with the Roman Province so long as it lasted. To that extent the kingdoms of the North were superficially Romanised. The ‘Picts and the Scots’ as later chroniclers called them, were sea-raiders as well as formidable land fighters, and had been a constant threat to the Britons north of Hadrian’s Wall. The Novantae in the west had no common boundary with the Picts, but were vulnerable to raiding from the sea. Once the last of the legions had left southern Britain and it was clear that they would not return, the Picts and Irish increased their pressure, and the Britons of the north bore the brunt of the initial onslaught.
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The Latinus stone (Dumfries and Galloway Natural History and Antiquarian Society, reproduced EL)


A British writer of the sixth century, looking back, expressed his countrymen’s loathing and fear: ‘from curroughs in which they had been carried across the valley of the sea, there eagerly emerged foul crowds of Scotti [Irish] and Picts, like dark hoards of maggots from the narrowest cracks of recesses when the sun is overhead and its rays grow warm.’3

The Picts from the north of the abandoned Antonine Wall, and the Irish along the western sea-lanes, launched constant assaults on the tribal oppida and isolated British settlements. There was merciless plundering and attacks on civilians; and the worst was the capture of young men and girls who were carried off as slaves. Patrick, a well-to-do Romano-Briton of Cumbria was a victim of just such a raid as a boy. The raiding gathered momentum into outright warfare. The Picts made deep inroads into the former Province and the Irish were eventually to seize territory in Cornwall and Wales. The terror lasted through the first half of the fifth century, by which time the Britons, impotent at first, had mobilised an effective defence. The Picts were driven back towards their traditional homelands, until their southernmost settlements lay in the basin of the Firth of Forth. The raiding gradually diminished, and there was peace. A period of exceptional prosperity followed. The most reliable chronology for these events puts the period of acutest crisis for the Britons of the north roughly between AD 450 and 455, after which they rapidly gained successive victories.4 This deliverance was undoubtedly brought about by cooperation and effective military action, but a change of incalculable significance had meanwhile been wrought in the enemy themselves — the Picts and the Irish. They had become Christian.

The consequence was that slaving ceased. The Picts remained a formidable people, and a strong military and diplomatic force in the north; but the raids and slaving stopped. As Christians, both Picts and Irish turned much of the energy that had gone into warfare and piracy into the development of the creative skills that in both peoples amounted to genius. In the early Christian centuries their scholarship, their metalwork, sculpture and book illumination, and their religious commitment made an outstanding contribution to the culture of western Europe. This transformation by conversion to the Christian faith is traditionally ascribed to the work of two men above all others: to Patrick, missionary to the Irish; and to the bishop of Candida Casa, Nynia or Ninian, who took the Christian gospel to the southern Picts. The facts that can be established about either of these men are sparse, and the dates at which they lived controversial. Both are credited with a whole canon of miracles, but few of them compare with that metamorphosis.

MEMORIAL STONES

Tertullian, writing in the third century, referred to the ‘parts of the island of Britain inaccessible to Rome, which were subject to Christ’. In other words there were Christians in districts north of Hadrian’s Wall, almost certainly in the British kingdoms of the North, if not specifically in Galloway. Nevertheless the earliest datable evidence of a Christian congregation in the north is the memorial stone to Latinus and his infant daughter. This, and somewhat similar later stones at Whithorn and Kirkmadrine indicate a prolonged contact between Galloway and a Christian centre in western Gaul. The formulae of these inscriptions closely resemble those of classical paganism, and so mark them as very early Christian; but the wording is distinctive and manifestly Christian in content. With one exception, nothing similar is known in Britain;5 but counterparts are to be found between the river Loire and the Pyrenees and especially around Poitiers.6
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The sixth-century Christian memorial stones at Kirkmadrine. The monument on the left commemorates the holy and distinguished priests, Ides, Viventius and Mavorius, and that on the right Florentius (Royal Scottish Museum)


LITERARY SOURCES: BEDE

The earliest surviving account of St Ninian is a brief passage by the venerable Bede.7 It appears in the context of St Columba’s conversion of the northern Picts in the sixth century. Bede describes how these people were divided from the southern Picts by steep and rugged mountain ridges, and explains that those southern Picts had ‘long before, as the story goes’ been converted to Christianity by the preaching of Nynia or Ninian. Ninian, says Bede, was ‘a most reverend bishop and holy man of the nation of the Britons’ who had been regularly trained in Rome. After converting the southern Picts, he returned to ‘his episcopal see distinguished by the name and church of Martin the bishop, where he himself together with many other saints rests in the body’. The place was called in the vernacular ‘at the White House’ because ‘he there built a church of stone in a manner to which the Britons were not accustomed’.

Bede implied that Ninian, in contrast to Columba, was trained in Catholic orthodoxy at the very source, in Rome itself, and that he was free from any Celtic ‘deviations’ such as existed in Bede’s time in Wales, parts of Ireland, and in Iona. With characteristic respect for accuracy in matters of chronology, he would not set a date on Ninian’s episcopate. All he would say was that it was said to take place ‘long before’ St Columba had founded his monastery on Iona, AD 565.

THE ‘MIRACULA’ AND THE ‘LIFE OF ST NINIAN’

Apart from Bede’s terse passage, the main literary sources relating to St Ninian and the church of Candida Casa consist of a Latin poem written by a monk in the eighth-century monastery of Whithorn: ‘Miracula Nynie Episcopi’ (the ‘Miracles of Nynia the Bishop’),8 and a prose Life of St Ninian by Ailred of Rievaulx.9 The ‘Life’ was written a few years before 1167, by the abbot of Rievaulx Abbey in Yorkshire. He visited Galloway several times, and took a keen interest in its affairs.

Both sources have their value. The ‘Miracula’ has some good stories, and gives an attractive picture of the Northumbrian monastery at Whithorn in the writer’s own time. Ailred’s ‘Life’ claims to have drawn upon an old book in a barbarous tongue, and it can be shown to contain genuinely archaic material. It has been suggested that the old book was a prose Life written in Old English, which in turn drew upon an earlier Latin Life from a British milieu.10

Three hundred years separated St Ninian from Bede, the earliest of these writers. All three would have appeared to Ninian himself as aliens, potentially hostile to his people and culture. Bede was a Northumbrian Angle whose forbears had destroyed the kingdoms of the North, and so probably was the writer of the ‘Miracula’. Ailred, many generations later, was of Northumbrian descent, although in education and sympathies he was a Normanised Englishman. These men inevitably wrote with the limited knowledge and prejudices of their own time. Bede’s view of Ninian was coloured by the controversies of his own day, that championed Roman orthodoxy in the computation of Easter and the shaping of the tonsure against the irregularities of Iona. Hence he emphasised Ninian’s training in Rome, and episcopal rank to Columba’s disadvantage. Despite Bede’s manifest integrity as a historian, this bias has caused modern scholars to question the trustworthiness of his account.

Both the other literary sources echo Bede’s statement, starting with Ninian’s journey to Rome, but they present the matter more pictorially. The ‘Miracula’ tells how:

the holy man came to the shore of the wave-wandering sea and went aboard a ship with [a] broad hull. The sails, filled out by eager breezes, flew on, until the rough timbers completed the journey and the bark quit the sea and fastened its prow in the yellow sands. Then on foot he crossed the Alps.11

The ‘Miracula’ follows Ninian’s return to his native land with the mission to the Picts. Ailred puts this later. Ailred also describes Ninian crossing the Alps on the way to Rome, and says on the return journey he visited St Martin at Tours. It is possible that Ninian’s ship entered the Loire estuary on its outward journey, and took him some way up river, possibly even as far as Tours, and the return was made the same way. After a short stay with St Martin, says Ailred, Ninian left for home, taking with him a team of stone-masons supplied by St Martin, in order to build his church.

Apart from the visit to Tours, Ailred contributes two facts unique to his account. One appears in a miracle story in which Ninian is pictured making a journey with Plebia, ‘one of his brethren’. While resting by the wayside Ninian pulls out a psalter and begins to read a psalm. Rain starts to fall. It wets everything, but leaves Ninian and his book untouched — until momentarily Ninian raises his eyes from the book, distracted by ‘an unlawful thought’. ‘Soon the rain, falling on the book revealed his secret’. Then Plebia recognised what was happening and gently reproached Ninian — ‘reminded him of his Order and his age, and showed him how unbecoming such behaviour was’ — and Ninian, blushing, ‘put aside the thought and stopped the rain’.12

The name Plebia seems to be a latinisation of the Welsh Peibio who appears in Welsh medieval genealogy with Nyniau in the relation of nephew and uncle.13 Plebia’s existence was recorded in sources reaching back ultimately to British oral tradition, and reference to him vindicates the antiquity of the sources behind Ailred’s ancient book. Here it seems, contact is being made with sources that predated Bede. Ailred’s other contribution, which no other document offers, is a date. By relating that Ninian’s church at Whithorn was in the process of being built when the news came of Martin’s death, Ailred proposed the only available date for Ninian’s episcopate. St Martin died in AD 397.

ST MARTIN

The ‘Life of St Martin’ was circulating very soon after St Martin’s death. It is a splendidly readable account, written by Sulpicius Severus, a friend and disciple of his. In the urbane and polished milieu of the Roman church in Gaul, Martin was conspicuous as an eccentric and an innovator. His vision of the Christian life was both literal and austere. He was a Christian, and while serving as an officer in the Roman army, he came to see this commitment as compelling him to declare himself a pacifist. After a period of imprisonment, he left the army and spent some time with St Hilary at Poitiers, where he was ordained priest. Before long he was made bishop of Tours by popular acclaim. His fellow bishops looked askance at his asceticism and complained that his ‘insignificant appearance, his sordid garment, and disgraceful hair’ made him unfit for office. He nevertheless became exceptionally popular with the people of Tours.

Martin introduced into Gaul the ascetic monasticism of the Middle East and founded communities in Ligugé a few miles from Poitiers, and Marmoutier just outside Tours. His second most striking innovation was evangelising the countryside. Roman bishops had hitherto confined their pastoral care to the cities. Martin travelled over the countryside of Touraine, intent upon spreading the Gospel. His methods were drastic and direct. Wherever he found a pagan shrine, he destroyed it and built a church — his preaching and the physical courage he often showed in facing hostile crowds, won him adherents. This mission to the country folk would alone commend itself to Bishop Ninian. The population of most of his own diocese, and of his mission field in Pictish territory, were essentially rural, tribal societies, a pattern of villages and homesteads set among great tracts of forest.

It has been objected that Ninian’s church would not have been dedicated as early as the fifth century to St Martin, or anybody other than a Gospel saint or a martyr; and that it is unheard of for a diocese to be dedicated to anyone.14 That objection was based on misunderstanding. There was a difference between formal dedication (which involved an official church ceremony) and the growth of a local speech-habit calling the church ‘St Martin’s’, perhaps because it possessed a copy of his ‘Life’ and possibly a relic, and did Martin special honour in its services. A similar place-name applied both to the church and diocese of St David’s in Wales. A later Irish tradition called the monastery of Candida Casa ‘Tig Mhartain’ (Martin’s House).15

The commemoration of St Martin has often been ascribed to a later date. But the similarity of the fifth-century memorial stones at Whithorn and those in south-western Gaul supports an early commemoration of St Martin at Candida Casa, and points to a further possibility. That is, that Ninian’s church stood for the innovations that had made St Martin famous — a monastic lifestyle based on solitary contemplation and prayer, and missionary outreach among pagan peoples.
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Christian memorial stone from Civaux, now in the Baptistery at Poitiers. It commemorates Aeternalis and Servilla, ‘may they live in God’. The style of lettering, the use of the Chi-Rho and Alpha and Omega symbols, and the prayer (which is Christian but still not stereotyped) are reflected in the Latinus stone and those at Kirkmadrine (by courtesy of Professor Rosemary Cramp)


THE EXCAVATION 1984–93

Several attempts to increase current knowledge of the church and bishopric of St Ninian have been made by archaeologists. The Marquess of Bute conducted an excavation in the 1880s as did Dr Raleigh Radford in 1949. Radford’s discovery of a small white-plastered building near the ruins of the cathedral church caused excitement at the time, and it was hailed as the veritable white church. There was however, no secure dating evidence and the identification was treated with caution. The recent Dig has been by far the most extensive and has yielded fuller information than ever before. The site — the Glebe field — lies on the south side of a low gently rounded hill crowned by the cathedral. This hillock lies on the eastern edge of a poorly drained plateau overlooked by higher ground to east, west and south. The area is drained by the Ket burn which now flows round the site in an artificial channel. It is a sheltered spot, hidden from the natural harbour only three miles away at the Isle of Whithorn. To that extent it was protected in the early Christian period from seaborne attack.

By 1991 digging reached a depth dating from the fifth to the seventh centuries, that is immediately after the withdrawal of the Roman legions from the Province south of Hadrian’s Wall. The layman’s first reaction to what was revealed at the earliest level must have been disappointment. For there was nothing there! No gleaming white church, no convenient inscription, no obvious shrine. Nothing but a multitude of empty holes where wooden stakes had rotted away, curved gulleys where water had drained away, and a highly miscellaneous assortment of rubbish. To the archaeologist the prospect was less unpromising, but it took a year before the preliminary analysis was complete, and longer before the full significance became clear.

It was not until 1993, after digging in the Glebe field had been completed and a season’s work had been done on higher ground, that it became possible to discern a double circular enclosure embracing both the Glebe field and the crown of the hill where the ruins of the medieval priory now stand. There was no embankment often associated with early Celtic monastic sites, but the double enclosure was there, and its circles continued to affect the planning of the site for over 1,000 years. Other features and finds had already convinced the archaeologists that they had found an early monastery, and that a monastic community had continued on the site until the Reformation, but here was the final corroborative evidence. It could only be identified once the digging was done, and it was possible to stand back and review the shape and limits of the settlement as a whole.16

The earliest feature found in the Glebe field was a metalled road over bedrock, which had been quarried to create a relatively level surface. It runs across the site to the top of the hill, pointing like a finger to some important feature at the summit. The edges of the road had been encroached on by ploughing. A mouldboard plough had been used, protected from erosion by quartz and granite pebbles inserted into the wooden sole. The stakeholes and curvilinear drainage gullies marked a series of small rectilinear stake-walled structures, some of which had bowed sides. All these will have been roofed with thatch.

There was of course, a burial ground, although after so long all human remains have disintegrated, apart from traces of tooth enamel. Graves were found, set among stone flagging with gulleys and post-holes recording a formal lay-out, and possibly the entrances to an enclosure. Three of the earliest graves contained large coffins constructed from split tree-trunks. They will have taken considerable effort to make, and suggest the burial of people of importance. A few such burials have been discovered in northern England and Ireland, but always in a Christian graveyard.

On the northern ridge of bedrock a bank of rubble had been revetted with a wattle fence. The rubble included builders’ rubbish, apparently from a nearby building-site. There were lumps of grey lime, sometimes with an incomplete crust of white calcium carbonate. The lime probably derived from carboniferous limestone, burnt and then pulverised and slaked. The calcium carbonate crust would have formed if piles of the unmixed lime had been exposed to the carbon dioxide in the atmosphere. A stone building rendered with this material would acquire a surface that was brilliant white after rain, and dull white in dry weather.


[image: ]


Reconstruction drawing of the Christian settlement at Whithorn around AD 600 (Dave Pollock)


The debris on site also contained many fragments of fine glass, the shattered remains of cone beakers.17 They evoke the words of the bard Aneirin, recalling the dead northern warriors who ‘drank sparkling wine out of glass vessels’.18 These were post-Roman memories. Commercial contacts with Mediterranean markets in the fifth and following centuries are however indicated by shards of amphorae, used for carrying oil and wine, suggesting a relatively wealthy, sophisticated society.

The insubstantial stake-buildings do not seem to belong to the same world, until their purpose is better understood. They appear to have no parallels in the district, though it must be said that excavations have been few. A Dig at Rispain Camp, some 1.5 km away revealed substantially built roundhouses of perhaps AD 200, with large floor areas exceeding 140 m.19 The Whithorn buildings are no more than a tenth of this size, and are more comparable with later structures on Irish ecclesiastical and secular sites. An apt word for such houses might well be ‘cabins’. Not only are the building methods at Whithorn distinctive, but materials have been used on the site, such as the limestone, which are only available north of Solway, 20 miles to the east in the parish of Rerrick, and will have had to be transported by sea.

The quartz and granite pebbles used with the plough were local, but no other site is known in Galloway where they were used for that purpose at this time, although similar plough pebbles have been found in various parts of Europe including Denmark, the Auvergne, the Loire valley, and eastern Ireland. Another innovation appeared in the broken sections of a sandstone mill-stone from a water-mill, probably originally driven by the Ket burn. Once more the material was imported, and the technology, though accessible in the Roman world, was apparently new to the locality.

A pile of haematite was found on the site beside one of the buildings. This is another material that had to be brought in — possibly from the same place as the limestone. Haematite can be used as a pigment, but here it was obviously smelted for iron. There was slag in quantity scattered over the site, the debris of large smelting furnaces, close in construction to Roman models.

By now it is becoming clear that a new monastic settlement had been established in the fifth century consisting of poor, flimsy dwellings, yet employing technologies hitherto unknown in the district. These included, of course, the craft of the masons who inscribed the Christian memorial stones. The imported skills, and the likeness of the memorial stones to models in south-western Gaul, combine with the stories of contact between the bishopric of Candida Casa and the bishopric of Tours to convey a remarkably consistent message.

A MONASTIC COLONY

The apparently simultaneous importation of new technologies and a manifestly Christian milieu with affinities in south-western Gaul, call to mind the commemoration of St Martin at Candida Casa on which the literary sources are unanimous. The character of the buildings on the site — a series of very small, flimsy cabins — is reminiscent of St Martin’s community at Marmoutier beside the river Loire, as described by Sulpicius:

. . . he [Martin] made himself a hermitage about two miles from the city. The place was so secluded and remote that it had all the solitude of the desert. On one side it was walled in by the rock-face of a high mountain, and the level ground that remained was enclosed by a gentle bend of the river Loire . . . His own cell was built of wood, as were those of many of his brethren; but many of them hollowed out shelters for themselves in the rock of the over-hanging mountain.20

How Martin’s cell was constructed is not clear but the stake-houses at Whithorn were also timber-built. A group of Martin’s monks forming the nucleus of a new community at Whithorn, could be visualised as taking with them skilled artisans, either among their number or as lay-brothers or employees. The literary sources support the importation of new technologies, to the extent that Ailred spoke of Ninian’s taking home from Marmoutier a team of masons to build his church, and Bede referred to its construction as one with which the Britons were unfamiliar. Touraine is limestone country and industrial processes using limestone, both in the surfacing of buildings and as a flux for smelting might be expected to develop there. Mouldboard ploughs and plough pebbles are known to have been used in the Loire valley possibly at the same time as the Whithorn ones.

The huts by the Loire by no means represented the summit of native building skills in Roman Gaul. On the contrary the poorest of peasant hovels were simulated in pursuit of austerity. Northern winters would have rendered their habitation even more ascetic. Neither at Marmoutier nor Whithorn did these cabins represent places of retreat from more solidly built monasteries elsewhere. Sulpicius intended his readers to understand that Martin and his brethren at Marmoutier lived in their tiny huts and caves the year round, leading the life of solitaries, sharing meals and resources, but meeting only at church services. They undertook no buying and selling like the hermits of the Egyptian desert who made baskets to sell and support themselves. At Marmoutier the monks bound themselves not to practise any craft except that of copyist, and that was left to the younger ones, so as to free their seniors for prayer. Martin lived among them, but he was by no means a recluse. Sulpicius makes it clear that Martin’s understanding of a bishop’s duties might not have been conventional, but he performed the liturgical functions, and added the work of the healer and missionary. His whole community must have reflected these concerns, so that from the first his brand of monasticism was less introverted than that of the East.
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