










...For a time they were one of Scotland’s 
greatest exports, fighting in foreign lands 
for unknown causes...

...If you had a problem, and nobody else 
could help you, then maybe you could hire 
the buannachan...

The Tartan Army
On Tour

...The men of the Lordship of the Isles 
were professional soldiers, born and bred. 
The Gaelic name for them was buannachan 
- mercenaries who offered their services to 
the highest bidder...

19Telling Scotland’s StoryScARF

T he face in the carving 
is hard to make out 
beneath its helmet, 

there are only the faint 
impressions of eyes 
and a mouth left in the 
weathered stone. The 
shoulders are shown 
encased in the armour 
of the West Highlands of 
Scotland. One hand grasps 
the scabbard of a great 
Highland sword, while the 
other tugs at the end of a 
belt, as though in the act 
of fastening it around 
the waist. Beneath the 
boots there is a ship with 
a high prow and stern, its 
square mast unfurled and 
ready to sail. Whoever 
this man was, it is clear 
that he was a leader and a 
fighter – and he was on his 
way to war.

This sculpture is part of a grave slab, 
a heavy lid that once sealed a body in 
its tomb. It was discovered at a site 
called Finlaggan, on a small island at 
the edge of a loch, at the centre of 
another island, Islay, in the Inner 
Hebrides. Some time ago, perhaps in 
the nineteenth century, the slab was 
prised open by treasure hunters and 
then discarded among the ruins of 
an ancient chapel. 

Today, Finlaggan is a remote, 
abandoned and sombre place. 
Yet throughout the fourteenth and 
fifteenth centuries, it was the 
vibrant hub of the kingdom that 
ruled over the western seaboard 
of Scotland _ the Lordship of the 
Isles. The Great Hall of the Lord 
once stood on the island in the loch, 
an imposing structure of stone and 
timber. Clansmen from the Butt of 
Lewis to the Mull of Kintyre, and from 
across the seas in Northern Ireland, 
came here to pay homage to the Lord 
and to enjoy the legendary hospitality of 
Finlaggan _ its food, feasts, drink and 
music. This was a warrior society, descended 
from a union between Vikings and Gaels, 
and at its peak it boasted an army of nearly 
10,000 men and over 100 ships. The lowland 
kings both admired and feared this power base 
on the edge of Scotland: on the one hand it 
served as a potent ally; on the other it could be 
a dangerous enemy.

In the late fifteenth century, the Lordship was 
torn apart by civil war. John Macdonald and his 
illegitimate son Angus Og fought out a bitter 
and bloody battle for control, ultimately, the real 



What was 
Scotland’s 
role in the 
world...

QUESTION: 
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and how has 
it changed 
over time?...

loser was the union of the Isles itself. The 
divisions caused by the conflict would never 
heal, and without a true leader the clans 
drifted apart. In the space of little more than 
a year, the kingdom was gone. 

But its way of life was not. 

The men of the Lordship were professional 
soldiers, born and bred. Their reputation as 
a fighting force survived, and their skills 
were in high demand. The Gaelic name for 
them was buannachan _ mercenaries who 
offered their services to the highest bidder. 
Donald MacGillespie was one such man. 
Granted tenancy of the lands of Finlaggan 
by the crown, he sought his fortune fighting 
in the wars in Ireland. And on his death, 
sometime around the mid-sixteenth century, 
he was commemorated in the traditional West 
Highland way _ with a carved stone grave 
slab showing him fastening his sword and belt 
in preparation for battle. It is MacGillespie’s 
tomb that archaeologists believe they have 
discovered, discarded among the ruins of the 
Lordship on the deserted island at Finlaggan. 
The mercenary warrior took as his burial 
plot the sacred heartland of his illustrious 
ancestors _ perhaps in tribute, perhaps in 
defiance.  

For a time, Buannachan like MacGillespie 
were one of Scotland’s greatest exports. 
In their distinctive, ocean-going longships 
_ known as birlinns _ they could travel 
at speed across the Irish Sea and even 
further afield to continental Europe, injecting 
foreign armies with a unique brand of 
battle-hardened aggression. These men were 
nothing less than contractors in the art of 
war.  Pick any medieval flashpoint and there 
is every chance that Scottish mercenaries 
will have been there. They fought in strange 
lands for unknown causes, as long as there 
was money to be made.

Archaeologists are now attempting to follow 
this mercenary trail across Europe _ to find 
out just how far the ‘Tartan armies’ travelled 
on their tours of duty.  New evidence 
continues to emerge. In 2001, workmen 
extending a cycle path below Uppsala 
Castle in Sweden uncovered a mass grave 
filled with the bodies of at least 60 men. 
Carbon dating of the remains and a study 
of historical records have now traced their 
origin back to 1520, and even to a specific 
day _ 6 April. Good Friday.  

As a two-hundred-year-old union between 
Sweden, Denmark and Norway began to 
disintegrate, Scandinavia was turned into a 
violent war zone. On that April morning, a 
Swedish peasant army crossed the frozen 
Fyris river and marched through heavy 

snow to attack the forces of King Kristian II 
of Denmark, who were holed up in the town of 
Uppsala.  Although fighting on the side of the 
Danish, the majority of the soldiers guarding 
the town were buannachan: the hired swords 
of Scotland. And it is likely to be their bodies 
that were buried in the shadow of the castle, 
beneath a steep, grassy slope now used by 
university students for picnicking and sunbathing. 
A specialist study of the bones has revealed 
that the men were mostly aged between 25 and 
34. Besides the fatal wounds, largely caused by 
blows to the head, there was much evidence of old 
injuries and fractures. Although in prime physical 
condition, the men must have borne the battle 
scars of a warrior’s life. And these sons of the 
Hebrides and ancestors of the Lordship finally met 
their end far from their island homes, fighting in a 
foreign land for a foreign crown.

Across medieval Europe, if kings and rulers had 
a problem, and no one else could help them, they 
would hire the buannachan.

Today, centuries later, 
the hunt is still on for 
Scotland ’s soldiers of 
fortune.
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Choose an object. Choose a building. Choose a landscape. Choose a frag-
ment of bone, a wooden box, or a slab of sandstone. Choose a ruined 
chapel far away on a remote island. Choose a horn of bronze, a chest 

of iron, a casket of silver or a crown of gold. Choose a line of sand in the 
earth or a mammoth tusk dredged from a drowned world. Choose an under-
ground temple, a giant altar stone, or the face of a forgotten God.

Choose any one of them, and archaeology will 
tell you their story. 

Every day, researchers are writing, and rewriting, the history 
of Scotland. Whether on windswept dig sites or in high-tech 
laboratories, they are working on the front line of discovery. 
Ruins, remains and artefacts may be thousands of years old, 
but the stories they are telling are brand new.

ScARF is the place where the stories of Scotland can 
come together. Archaeologists working across completely 
different fields and time periods can share what they have 
found, and add their own pieces to the jigsaw. From laser 
scanning a landscape by aeroplane, to DNA testing a shat-
tered skull, every bit of research is adding to the picture.

But these are not just stories told by experts, to experts. 
ScARF seeks to engage with the widest possible audience, 

creating a resource that can be explored and enjoyed by 
everyone. It is the first port of call for information on 
Scotland’s past _ the place for students, writers, journal-
ists and documentary-makers to come to find the most 
up-to-date account of the nation’s archaeology. And it is 
also the place to make connections with research teams, 
to join the dots between the past and the people who are 
investigating, uncovering and recording it right now.

Scotland’s story is changing fast, and new discoveries and 
breakthroughs are emerging all the time. ScARF can take 
you through this shifting history, from the traces of our 
earliest ancestors all the way up to the present day.

Scotland is a land with a million 
stories. ScARF is your guide to each 
and every one of them.
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The Scottish 
Archaeological 
Research 

Framework

All of the stories you have 
just read have been told  
by ScARF. 

An ongoing, collaborative project, ScARF repre-
sents the efforts of experts in fields ranging from 
archaeology and history to the natural sciences 
and climatology. The ScARF website _

www.scottishheritagehub.com

_ is the sum of this combined knowledge. From 
here, you can explore the most up-to-date 
overview of archaeological research in Scotland, 
from prehistory to the present day. 

The research that has come together to create 
ScARF needs continuing support. Anyone reading 
this booklet can help _ from experienced  
professionals to those who have never thought 
about archaeology before. 

For the experts, ScARF will continue to grow 
and thrive through constant input. ScARF will 
help to shine a light on the unexplored regions 
of Scotland’s past, but it relies on the research 
community to keep examining, studying and 
reporting back on what they find. New stories will 
be uncovered, and many old ones will be rewritten. 
By allowing researcher to speak to researcher, 
ScARF will ensure that no opportunity to advance 
knowledge is lost.

For the enthusiast, ScARF can be a doorway to 
discovery, a first step to getting more involved in 
finding out about Scotland’s history and culture. 

www.archaeologyscotland.org.uk

has a list of local and regional groups that can 
be joined, as well as details of local museums and 
local authority archaeological services.

Canmore, the searchable online database of the 
Royal Commission on the Ancient and Histori-
cal Monuments of Scotland (RCAHMS) _

www.rcahms.gov.uk

_ allows anyone to explore and contribute imagery 
and information on hundreds of thousands of 
archaeological, architectural and industrial sites 
across Scotland. Visit the ScARF website for 
further information and links to Scotland’s past.

ScARF is led by the Society of Antiquaries of 
Scotland _www..socantscot.org _  
a charitable, not-for-profit membership 
organisation founded in 1780 and incorporated 
by Royal Charter in 1783. The purpose of the 
Society is, the study of the antiquities and 
history of Scotland, more especially by means of 
archaeological research. For hundreds of years, 
the Society has provided a forum for debate, 
discussion and the sharing of knowledge. Today, 
it runs a prestigious lecture series, publishes 
monographs, reports and its annual Proceedings 
(most of which are free and available online) and 
is made up of thousands of Fellows from around 
the world. Applications to become a Fellow are 
open to anyone with a passion and interest in 
Scottish archaeology and heritage. 

www.scottishheritagehub.com
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