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Introduction

Scottish geography is key to understanding Scottish history.

Occupying the northern third of mainland Britain, itself just 20 miles off the European land mass, Scotland has always been very far from cut off. Indeed it has mostly stood at a crossroads, regularly exposed to powerful influences from different directions.

From the Continent came early migrating people as well as technological and cultural revolutions – Stone Age, Bronze Age, Iron Age. Eventually there also came the Romans, who, after comprehensively colonizing southern Britain, also had a major impact further north. Although they never absorbed it into their empire, their presence had lasting military, political and economic consequences for Scotland’s future.

Off the west coast, meanwhile, the Hebrides, a chain of islands stretching most of the way to Ireland, provides another potentially vital link: this proved especially crucial to Scottish Christianity, with initial Roman influences transformed by Irish connections, and also to the early Kingdom of the Scots, the political precursor to Scotland, whose roots lay on the west coast in communities with extensive Irish ties. Equally important were the isles, inlets and beaches of the north and west, which proved so inviting to seaborne peoples in the Dark Ages, most notably the Norwegian Vikings who came in numbers in the 9th and 10th centuries – and often stayed.

The Anglo-Norman lords who came from England and France from the 11th century onwards again re-oriented Scotland in a new direction. A kingdom and a Church first established on Gaelic foundations began to lose its Celtic character. Feudal power based on land and lordship became crucial, as did a Church increasingly run on Continental lines. Most significantly, however, family ties and political connections across the Anglo-Scottish border, which might have seemed to be bringing the two kingdoms’ elites gradually together, eventually caused a disastrous rupture.

From the end of the 13th century onwards English kings ruthlessly exploited Scotland’s internal divisions and the untimely deaths of a succession of its rulers. For 200 years the Scots, led by heroes like Sir William Wallace and new royal dynasties like the Bruces and the Stewarts, were thus preoccupied with fighting English invaders and occupiers. What emerged in Scotland during the later Middle Ages was a reputation, not always deserved, for extreme violence, political instability and bitter factionalism. But the independent kingdom of the Scots survived nonetheless, eventually being touched by the European Renaissance, which saw Scottish kings to the fore in making their country widely known for its literature and architecture.

As elsewhere in Europe, the modern age in Scotland begins with the Reformation. This not only split the Continent into ideologically opposed camps but also divided many nations in two. For the Scots the divisiveness – encouraged by the strong ties of different groups to England, France, the Low Countries, Switzerland and Germany – was particularly disruptive. It cost Scotland another ruler in Mary, Queen of Scots, who tried to maintain Catholicism. It also handed power to the Protestant nobles and Protestant clergy in a dramatic internal revolution. When her Protestant son James VI also inherited the English throne in 1603, the situation became even more precarious: Anglo-Scottish relations, though both countries shared one ruler and had officially embraced the Reformation, were badly affected because the two kingdoms had actually adopted two different and mutually incompatible forms of Protestantism.

The result was a savage and unstable 17th century throughout Britain in general and for Scotland in particular. Conditions had deteriorated under James’s son Charles I, as his religious policies first provoked a rebellion among the Covenanters – radical Scottish Protestants – and then a civil war led by England’s Puritans. Charles literally lost his head as well as its crown to Puritan revolutionaries and Scotland lost its independence as their leader, Oliver Cromwell, invaded. The collapse of Cromwell’s republican regime and the Restoration of Charles II hardly helped mend fences inside Scotland. Indeed the old schisms remained. They quickly widened once more as the king tried to impose religious uniformity, culminating in the Killing Time of the 1680s during which the Scottish government and the Covenanters were effectively at war. The outcome was the deposition of James VII (James II of England), Charles II’s Catholic successor and brother, and his replacement across Britain in 1689 by the Protestant William of Orange.

By the 1690s other hard choices increasingly needed to be confronted. Across Britain a new system of parliamentary monarchy was emerging under William and then Queen Anne. England, for its part, was now a major commercial, colonial and military power. But Scotland manifestly was not. Famines, political disasters and a sense of national crisis increasingly gripped the Scottish elites, resulting, after much anxiety and frustration, in the Treaty of Union of 1707: in an epochal decision that was controversial at the time and remains so to this day, Scotland united with England to form the new state of Great Britain, trading sovereign independence for enhanced status, wealth and power.

This was not necessarily a bad deal, as things transpired, despite attempts by the old Catholic dynasty and its Jacobite supporters to foment rebellion in the first half of the 18th century. By 1800 Scotland was transformed. Agriculture, commerce and industry all flourished and a new-found political stability and religious toleration became established. The Scots were soon famed for their success in the British Empire, as entrepreneurs, explorers, administrators and soldiers, but also, in growing numbers, as settlers. They even acquired a formidable reputation for education, science and the arts: what later came to be called the Scottish Enlightenment made Edinburgh in particular an international centre of learning, literature and intellectual life.

The 19th century saw further developments in the same vein. Scots played a disproportionate role in Britain’s global dominance as both conquerors and colonizers. Scottish industry, especially in heavy engineering, also attained world leadership. But everything was clearly not well. Some felt that Scotland was losing its identity. Many worried justly about the social conditions generated in urban Scotland by rapid industrialization as well as about the effects of economic change in the Highlands. Radical politics and the rise of trade unionism were one response. Religious revivals, which produced the Free Church of Scotland, were another.

The country was particularly exposed to the international crises of the early 20th century. Scotland’s casualties in the Great War were disproportionately heavy and its economic position was quickly weakened by changing global conditions: social discontent and the rise of the Labour Party resulted. By the 1960s the decline of empire was also having a significant effect. As the Scots’ role in the UK was changing, a new form of political Nationalism slowly emerged, bent on restoring the country’s independence.

The late 20th century was a very difficult period indeed for the Scots. De-industrialization proved acutely painful, and, while Nationalism continued to grow and the influence of religion waned, the country diverged even more from the rest of Britain in its political behaviour. England was the powerbase of the Conservative governments of the 1980s and 1990s, but the Scots voted heavily against them and resentment inevitably grew to bursting point: Margaret Thatcher, rightly or wrongly, became the most vilified mainstream politician in modern Scottish history.

The Blair government’s election in 1997 led to ‘devolution’ – the restoration of a Scots Parliament in 1999 to determine internal Scottish affairs within the UK. Yet whether this had really resolved people’s deeper anxieties was uncertain. In particular, economic vulnerability and intractable social problems remained. By 2007 a Nationalist administration was in charge in Scotland and seven years later it demanded and was granted a public referendum on creating an independent Scottish state. This produced a clear outcome after a desperately divisive campaign, but not the one the Nationalists had wanted: Scotland would remain in the Union, though with further internal devolution promised.

The longer-term results of this decision – for Nationalism, for the UK and for the Scots’ place within it – were impossible to forecast in the immediate aftermath. The only certainty appeared to be that Scottish history would continue to be as unpredictable as ever.
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The book includes concise quotes from other key sources. These will be useful for helping you understand different viewpoints on the subject, and they are fully referenced so that you can include them in essays if you are unable to get your hands on the source.
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The case study is a more in-depth introduction to a particular example. There is at least one in most chapters, and they will provide good material for essays and class discussions.
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The key ideas are highlighted throughout the book. If you only have half an hour to go before your exam, scanning through these would be a very good way of spending your time.
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The spotlight/nugget boxes give you some light-hearted additional information that will liven up your learning.
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The fact-check questions at the end of each chapter are designed to help you ensure that you have taken in the most important concepts from the chapter. If you find you are consistently getting several answers wrong, it may be worth trying to read more slowly, or taking notes as you go.
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The dig deeper boxes give you ways to explore topics in greater depth than we are able to go to in this introductory-level book.
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The land of the Scots

[image: image]



Contours and contrasts

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

One, the Lowlands, roughly half by area, comprises the southern and eastern parts of Scotland. The Highlands, often called ‘the Highlands and Islands’ to reflect the substantial off-shore contribution, lie to the north and west of the Highland Boundary Fault, a geological feature which cuts Scotland in two between Arran on the west coast and Stonehaven on the east.

The stark contrast this produces, with a jagged landscape dominated by mountains and water beyond the Fault and a less dramatic mixture of rolling hills and low-lying coastal plains below it, has exercised a profound influence throughout history over the peoples of northern Britain.

In many ways we shall see, they still determine some of the most basic patterns of Scottish life today.

Highland heartland

In the far north and west, the Scottish Highlands possess the oldest landscapes anywhere in the British Isles.

Around 3,000 million years ago, the hard grey rocks that provide the beautiful but largely barren wildernesses of Wester Ross, Sutherland and the Isle of Lewis were first formed volcanically and then plunged deep into the planet’s crust. There they re-crystallized before finally being thrust upwards to form imposing mountain ranges.

So far back in time did this chain of events occur that Scotland, Britain and Europe were not yet even formed. Instead the Lewisian gneisses were uplifted in a part of the earth’s early surface that would subsequently be torn asunder, through the actions of plate tectonics, eventually arriving on opposite sides of a newly created Atlantic Ocean. Eroded over aeons of time, they formed a dramatic but unyielding surface which, with its endlessly varied rock formations and profusion of water features, is wonderful to look at but hard to tame. The generally thin and poor-quality soils that result, tilled only with difficulty, are shared with places now as distant from modern Scotland as Greenland and the eastern seaboard of Canada. But when emigrants from the North-West Highlands arrived on the North American coast after 1750, it was no accident that in Labrador and Nova Scotia the demanding landscape greeting them looked strangely like home and they decided to settle where they landed.

The historical consequences of other somewhat later geological processes are also still felt in Scotland. In certain northern and western districts, the gneisses were overlain with sandstone. A softer sedimentary rock produced by gradual compression of materials deposited by ancient rivers, its faster erosion created majestic outcrops, standing proud of the surrounding landscapes. The weirdly shaped mountains of Assynt and Torridon, a favourite playground of the climbers and hill-walkers who first became vital to the Highland economy in the late 19th century and remain crucial today, are the outstanding evidence of this process.

The remainder of the Highlands comprises either metamorphic rocks, chiefly schists and slates, created around 500 million years ago when the American and European plates closed, or granites, produced by subsequent vulcanism. As elsewhere in Europe, erosion, and in particular glaciation, has cost these formations most of their original height. But, reaching typically to 3,000-4,000 feet, they still lend the Highlands a ruggedly mountainous character – visually spectacular to 21st-century eyes, certainly, but historically difficult to traverse and in most places also economically challenging because resistant to arable cultivation and with few useful minerals to extract.

All along the west coast, the Inner and Outer Hebrides comprise offshore islands created by rising sea levels. On the adjacent mainland, deep clefts contain a mixture of tidal and freshwater ‘lochs’ (lakes), cut mainly by the scouring actions of immense, mile-deep glaciers in the Ice Ages. A crucial result is an abundance of welcoming beaches and easily accessible islands and bays and thus a historical receptiveness to ship-borne travellers. The Scots themselves, the founders of Scotland as a political entity, were an important early instance of a sea-going people exploiting this feature. Later it proved equally alluring to Viking raiders and colonists from Norway.

Lowland low-down

The Lowlands, despite the name, are not homogenous, their landscapes actually varying from mid-sized hills to coastal cliffs and sand dunes.
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Scots on the Rocks






Exceptionally diverse geology in an unusually compact geographical area eventually made Scotland central to the emergence of modern earth science. In the 1780s Edinburgh-born James Hutton, based on evidence like the local igneous formations, the granite Cairngorms and the uplifted and warped sedimentary folding exposed in the sea cliffs of Berwickshire, concluded that the earth’s surface must be the unimaginably ancient product of on-going natural processes. John Playfair and Sir Charles Lyell, both from Angus, made this interpretation the basis of 19th-century views of the planet. Sir Roderick Murchison from Ross-shire (a lunar crater is now named after him) identified and labelled several of the major geological periods in the earth’s history.

[image: image]

In practice they divide into two broad areas. On the one hand there is a wide central valley – running from the Firths of Tay and Forth in the east to the Firth of Clyde in the west – sometimes called the Central Lowlands or just the Central Belt. On the other there are the southernmost parts of the Lowlands, from Galloway in the far south-west to Berwickshire in the far south-east, usually, from their proximity to England, known as the Borders, or else, because they are generally hilly, described as the Southern Uplands.

[image: image]

[image: image]

‘Hence we are led to conclude, that the greater part of our land, if not the whole, had been produced by operations natural to this globe.’

James Hutton, The Theory of the Earth (1785)
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Even the Central Lowlands are remarkably diverse, however, and not completely flat. Mostly they are reasonably low-lying and dominated overall by three ‘firths’ (wide tidal river mouths), today home to three of the country’s four largest cities, each with significant ports – Glasgow, Edinburgh and Dundee. But there are numerous exceptions. These include the evidence of long-ago volcanic eruptions that give Edinburgh one of the world’s more visually arresting skylines and Stirling Castle the imposing rock from which historically it controlled access to northern Scotland. They also include the igneous rocks out of which Aberdeen (‘the granite city’), just beyond the Highland Boundary Fault, is substantially constructed.

Mainly lying on sedimentary materials, the Central Lowlands were reasonably open to human development. Not just continuous deforestation, drainage and arable farming but also widespread settlement and significant urbanization started in medieval times. The large quantities of accessible rock on or very near the surface explain the historical Scottish preference for building in natural stone not manufactured brick. Workable coal seams and iron ore deposits were also close by. It was upon these that world leadership in heavy engineering, and the emergence of Glasgow as the country’s largest city, would be based in the Victorian age. Later still, in the 1970s, Aberdeen would also boom as Europe’s oil capital on the back of huge offshore finds.

South of a line running approximately from Ballantrae on the west coast to Dunbar on the east – along the country’s second major geological fault – the Southern Uplands ensure another region of scant population, scattered towns and largely pastoral agriculture. Because it includes one of the narrowest points in mainland Britain, from the Solway Firth to the Berwickshire coast, this region also turned out to be convenient for the two kingdoms’ negotiators in the 13th century to fix the long-contested boundary between Scotland and England close to where it still lies today.

A climate or just weather?

Despite its exceptionally varied landscape, Scotland, again because of its limited size, enjoys little climatic range. Everywhere, despite a proverbial day-to-day unpredictability, it is generally mild and intermittently wet – albeit with more rainfall to the west and north, more sunshine in the east and more winter snow at altitude.

A ubiquitous feature, produced by moist Atlantic airflows encountering rising ground in proximity to water, is mist – whether the dense coastal fogs on the east coast in summer (known locally as ‘haar’) or the hillside vapours all year round, different forms of ‘Scotch mist’ help explain why this particular phrase has become metaphorical in the wider English language.

Scotland’s absence of meteorological extremes also explains the excellent joke that it really has ‘only two seasons’: ‘winter and July’. But this only makes it all the more intriguing that the Scots, like the English, talk so animatedly about something that lacks the real dramatic interest often found elsewhere in the world.

Over longer periods, however, climatic variations have been far greater. Tropical forests 300 million years ago laid down the rich coal deposits below the Central Lowlands that powered Scotland’s industrialization and the oil below the North Sea that is so important to the country today. Glaciation, most recently just 10,000 years ago, shaped the mountains and ‘glens’ (valleys) for which the Highlands in particular are famous. Along with the dense woodland of the Caledonian Forest that once covered much of post-glacial northern Britain, this topography, which long hindered travel and communication, increased the chances that the Highlands in particular would evolve a self-contained society and culture, distinct from the populations further south.

The historical consequences of much more recent climatic fluctuations have also been far-reaching, as historians have only recently begun to appreciate. The so-called ‘Medieval Warm Period’, when average annual temperatures peaked around 1 degree Celsius higher than in the 20th century, probably assisted the Viking incursions that transformed northern Britain. It has even been suggested that it made wine-production feasible in 12th-century Scotland and it certainly permitted the cultivation of crops 1,000 feet up in the Border hills – improbable nowadays. Conversely the ‘Little Ice Age’ that followed – its depths captured forever in paintings of winter fairs on the frozen Thames and in Holland as average 17th-century temperatures plunged to at least 2 degrees lower than now – played a major role in the disastrous Scottish harvests and famines of the period that finally helped bring about political and economic union with England.

Whatever else has shaped Scotland’s unique history, the combined effects of landscape and climate have certainly been very much to the fore.






	
[image: image]

	
Fact check






  1  What divides Scotland from Arran to Stonehaven?

  a  River Clyde

  b  River Forth

  c  The Solway Firth

  d  The Highland Boundary fault

  2  Which part of Scotland is geologically oldest?

  a  The south-east

  b  The south-west

  c  The north-west

  d  The north-east

  3  Name ‘the granite city’

  a  Glasgow

  b  Aberdeen

  c  Dundee

  d  Edinburgh

  4  When did the ‘Little Ice Age’ bottom out?

  a  17th century

  b  14th century

  c  12th century

  d  8th century
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Dig Deeper






Richard Fortey, The Hidden Landscape (London, 1993).

G. Y. Craig, The Geology of Scotland (London, 1991).
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