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EARLY HISTORY (3000 BCE–70 CE)

With its dramatic mountains, seemingly endless lochs, boggy flow country and hundreds of scattered islands, the variety contained in the physical nature of Scotland sets it apart from the rest of Europe, and makes it like no other place on Earth.

This is not just some accident, though – because the specific geological make-up of the country makes it the so-distinctive place it is.

ANCIENT CONTINENTS

Much of the land that we now know as Scotland was originally part of the ancient continent of Laurentia, which later formed the bulk of North America, so it is not geologically European at all. And at this time, Laurentia was south of the equator, before continental drift brought Scotland to its position in the northern hemisphere.

When the Scottish segment of Laurentia collided with the continent of Avalonia – around 400 million years ago – the impact threw up the West Highland and Grampian mountains and sparked volcanic activity in what is now central and eastern Scotland.

Then, as Scotland finally separated from what was to become North America, and the Atlantic Ocean formed, a period of volcanic activity created new mountains off its west coast. And so the basic physical geography of the Scotland we know today was formed, with the high mountains of the north and west, and gentler slopes in the south and east, but pockmarked with the volcanoes that were to play such an important part in the human settlement and political beginnings of the country. And off the west coast were more soaring peaks.
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THE DRAMATIC HIGHLANDS

North of the central belt rose great mountains, with plunging valleys and long lochs between them. Here soils were typically thinner and the weather less forgiving, making it a harsh environment in which the first humans could eke out a living.
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BEN NEVIS

Scotland’s topography has given it the highest mountain in the British Isles, Ben Nevis (1345 m/4413ft), which sits at the western edge of the Grampians range.
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LOCH TULLA

Cutting through the country’s landscapes, particularly in the north, are a host of freshwater lochs, often miles long and covering the bottom of long valleys. These are complemented by a series of sea lochs on the west coast, jutting inland and surrounding the country’s plethora of peninsulas.
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ISLE OF BARRA

The isles of Barra and Vatersay are the most southerly inhabited islands in the Outer Hebrides. Pottery remains have been discovered on Barra dating from 2500 bce, the Neolithic era. Standing stones from the same period are scattered across the island.


ICE AGES

Now that Scotland was closer to the North Pole, it was subject to the effects of ice ages, and the land’s trademark U-shaped valleys filled with long lochs were formed as glaciers scoured their way through the original V-shaped ones. Similarly, ice ate away at the tops of the mountains, creating Scotland’s pyramidal peaks. And as glaciers came into contact with the volcanoes in the centre and east, they created crags that would later be favoured by humans as defensive sites.

As people spread across Europe from their origins in Africa, it is possible that some lived in Scotland before the most recent ice age (which ended around 11,700 years ago), but any trace of them will have been wiped from the surface of the country by the last ice sheet, which swept across almost all of Britain from the north.
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NEOLITHIC AXE HEADS

Tools used by early humans in Scotland can now be seen in museums, such as the ones shown here in Glasgow. Most finds have been in the Central Lowlands of the country.
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SKARA BRAE, ORKNEY

This site was occupied between 3180 bce and 2500 bce, making the buildings older than Stonehenge and the Great Pyramids. The site was uncovered by a storm in 1850. Those who constructed it had even developed a rudimentary toilet system.


[image: image]
BRONZE AGE OVAL HOUSE, JARLSHOF, SHETLAND

Archeological evidence suggests this site was occupied from the Bronze Age all the way through to the 17th century. A broch (drystone-wall roundhouse) from the Iron Age was discovered here, as well as art from the Pictish period, and a longhouse from the Viking era.
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BRONZE AGE SETTLMENT, SCORD OF BROUSTER, SHETLAND

The settlement at Scord of Brouster dates to around 2200 bce and archaeological evidence indicates that the weather turned wetter in 1500 bce, forcing the inhabitants to leave. Nearly 10,000 pieces of quartz have been found at the site.
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STENNESS STONE CIRCLE, ORKNEY

Neolithic rituals centred on stone circles in the Northern Isles, and many animal bones have been found at this quite striking location. ‘Stenness’ comes from the Old Norse for ‘stone headland’. It is thought this circle could be the oldest ‘henge’ site in the British Isles.
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RING OF BRODGAR, ORKNEY

At Orkney’s Neolithic Ring of Brodgar, 36 stones out of an original 60 still stand, forming an almost perfect circle. There is also a series of prehistoric burial mounds at the site.


HUNTER-GATHERERS

With the climate improving again as the sheet receded, about 15,000 years ago, hunter-gatherers spread into Scotland, and 12,000-year-old flints used by them as tools have been found in the Central Lowlands.

At this time, sea levels were lower than they are today, because much water was frozen in the still-cold climate at the end of the Ice Age. This meant that Britain was connected to continental Europe, making the spread of humans north easier. Similarly, the Orkney archipelago and many of the Inner Hebrides were connected to the mainland.

As sea levels rose at the end of the Ice Age, so did land – to varying degrees – as it was released from the pressure of the ice. This in some places occasioned raised beaches, where an old sloping shoreline can be seen on the landscape above a new shoreline below.
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JARLSHOF PREHISTORIC ARCHAEOLOGICAL SITE, SHETLAND

There is evidence of human settlement at Jarlshof from 2500 bce up to the 17th century. As such there can be seen traces of how people lived in the Bronze Age, Iron Age, Pictish period and Viking Age.
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STANDING STONES, LUNDIN, FIFE

There are three standing stones from the second millennium bce at Lundin, Fife, near the coast, on what is now the second fairway of the Lundin Ladies’ Golf Club. With nine holes, this is the oldest women’s golf course in the world.
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TOMB OF THE EAGLES, ORKNEY

Perched on the South Ronaldsay cliffs, this Stone Age tomb holds an amazing collection of bones and artefacts, placed here some 5,000 years ago. First uncovered in the 1950s, the find included 16,000 human bones from at least 324 individuals, as well as talons and bones of birds, mainly from the white-tailed sea eagle.


SETTLEMENTS AND STANDING STONES

The spread of agriculture into Scotland brought about permanent settlements and various types of housing developed. From caves, the inhabitants moved to live in crannogs – wooden homes built above water – and in drystone dwellings, many of which are preserved in the Northern Isles.

Here there is also evidence of ritualistic culture developing, with standing stones similar to Stonehenge in Wiltshire and Carnac in Brittany. The stones were built so as to align with astronomical phenomena, in increasingly complex geometrical patterns.

The Orkney stones were being built at the same time as the ancient Egyptian civilization was developing, and they pre-date the Great Pyramid of Giza and Stonehenge.

Much of the picture of how people lived before the Roman invasion in the first century ce – and the advent of written records – comes from Orkney, where homesteads have been very well preserved. This is partly because of the sparsely populated nature of the area today, and also because of the presence of peat, which has preserved stone fragments.

There is evidence on Orkney that the inhabitants were keeping cattle, sheep and pigs, and growing barley and wheat. They were also collecting shellfish, and using boats and lines to catch fish at sea. Metalworking knowledge gradually spread from Europe into Scotland and, by the second millennium bce, it is estimated that there were 300,000 people living in Scotland.
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NEOLITHIC HILL FORT, QUOTHQUAN LAW, SOUTH LANARKSHIRE

As the inhabitants of Scotland developed their use of agriculture, they sought to store their supplies. They did this underground at hill forts. In south Lanarkshire, the hill Quothquan Law is topped by one such hill fort.
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BROCH (TOWER) AT MOUSA, SHETLAND

The broch at Mousa is the tallest still standing and thought to have been built around 300 bce. There is an original stone staircase within it that spirals to the top. There is a hearth in the middle of the base and a low stone bench around the base of the internal wall.


INCREASING WEALTH

By 1000 bce, hill forts were being built, where several hundred houses would be protected on a hill by fortifications, and the tower-like brochs were constructed, of which 100 still stand. With people living in more concentrated groups, social structures developed, led by chieftains. Wealth became concentrated and underground stores were used to house food.

It was in this time that the crags that had been sculpted from old volcanoes by glaciers came to be inhabited, and the site of Edinburgh Castle is one such example. Also, crannogs became more widespread as homes.

THE END OF PEACE

Although the Romans did not enter Scotland until the second half of the first century ce, there is Roman written evidence that the ‘King of Orkney’ was one of 11 British kings who submitted to the invading Emperor Claudius (emperor 41–54 ce) in Colchester in 43 ce, indicating that there had been contact between Romans and at least the Orcadians in previous years.

However, any peace that came from the meeting did not last, and when Roman forces moved from their first outposts in southern Britain to make it across the Tyne and Solway rivers, they were seen by the peoples in Scotland as an invading force.

The time when people had settled peacefully on the increasingly climatically welcoming Scottish lands was over, to be replaced by a technologically superior – and extremely well organized – single force imposing its will on the country.

Similar incursions were to happen many more times in the hundreds of years that followed, with each one changing the nature of the country.
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EDIN’S HILL BROCH, BERWICKSHIRE

In Iron Age Scotland, brochs – or drystone-wall roundhouses – were built. This one stands at the north-west corner of a pre-Roman hill fort, but was probably built, in the 2nd century ce, between the two main periods of the Roman occupation of Scotland.
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RECONSTRUCTED CRANNOG, KENMORE, LOCH TAY

Crannogs were dwellings built as artificial islands from the late Bronze Age in Scotland. They also appeared in Wales and Ireland. They were used until the late 17th and early 18th centuries and took advantage of the fact that much travel for hundreds of years was done on Scotland’s extensive natural waterways.





INCURSIONS AND INVASIONS (70–1300)

During the 70s and 80s of the first century, Roman armies fought to make what they called Caledonia part of the Roman Empire, just as they had done with the rest of Britain. But they met stern resistance. And not just from the people of Caledonia.

ROMAN PRESENCE

The Romans’ Gask Ridge of fortifications – running from southwest to northeast through the middle of what is now Scotland – shadows the Highland Boundary Fault that separates the Lowlands from the Highlands. The Romans found it too difficult to penetrate the hard terrain of the Highlands.

Scotland’s topography – developed over thousands of years and stemming from collisions and movements of tectonic plates now thousands of miles apart – had stopped the Romans in their tracks.

Unable to make any headway northward and westward, the Romans eventually fell back to what is now northern England, to a line stretching between the Solway Firth and the mouth of the River Tyne, a line along which they built Hadrian’s Wall (Hadrian r. 117–138).
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HADRIAN’S WALL

The fact that Hadrian’s Wall runs between the west and east coasts of northern England is testament to the difficulties that the Romans had in trying to conquer Scotland. They made their northerly defensive position there after both Scotland’s inhabitants and its terrain proved too much of an obstacle.
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ARDOCH GASK RIDGE

At Ardoch, near the village of Braco in Perthshire, are the remains on a Roman camp on the Gask Ridge, the line of fortifications where the Lowlands meet the Highlands. The earthworks constitute one of the most complete Roman camps in Britain.
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TOP & BOTTOM:

ANTONINE WALL

The Antonine Wall was a Roman turf fortification built on stone foundations that ran from the Firth of Clyde to the Firth of Forth. Built 20 years after Hadrian’s Wall to the south, it marked the northernmost extent of Roman occupation at the time. The section pictured opposite is at Bar Hill.
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