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as ‘gravelly promontory’ (Papar Project, App. H4, 2),10 and two alternative 
names for a nearby feature collected from oral sources, Greòtal (NL591871)11 
(ibid., 6) and Na Greòtan (NL593869) (ibid., 12). Rubha Greotach is a name 
coined by Gaels, containing G rubha m. ‘point’ as the generic; the latter two 
names have been etymologised as ON grjót, defined as ‘gravel, stone’, + ON 
hóll f. ‘mound’. In discussion of these examples, Cox has highlighted the 
possibility that ON grjót was a term borrowed into ScG as greòd, although 
he states that this possible loan-word may not lie behind Na Greòtan if its 
orthography reflects its pronunciation (Cox 2005, 2, 10). As regards Gruline, it 
is proposed here that the earliest forms suggest an ON toponym as opposed to a 
Gaelic construction involving a loan-word, and Greòtal is of particular interest 
if it represents phonological adaptation of ON *grjót-hóll; the juxtaposition 
in the Pabbay name of -t and h- is not directly comparable to the proposed 
juxtaposition of -t and þ- in Gruline, but the development of ON grjót in name-
initial position is. The orthography recorded in relation to local pronunciation 
of Greòtal and Na Greòtan, considered alongside Rubha Greotach which may 
contain the proposed loan-word, suggests articulation of a diphthong in the 
region of /e̜ɔː/ following the vibrant,12 followed by pre-aspiration of a voiceless 
dental plosive /t/.13 On the evidence of the orthography attributed to these 
Pabbay examples, the possible loan-word may be better represented as G greòt, 
presumably articulated locally as [g̥ře̜ɔːht].14 The forms of Gruline suggest that 
juxtaposition of -t and þ- in the ON toponym yielded a phoneme perceived as 
a voiced dental plosive, typically devoiced in modern Gaelic.

Both the later historical forms and the modern form of Gruline illustrate 
that the early medial d has subsequently developed into a lateral; locally, within 
an English-speaking context, this intervocalic consonant is articulated as /l/.15 
There is no record of an intervocalic or postvocalic broad d being articulated 
as a lateral in the dialects of Mull or the surrouding area in SGDS.16 There 
is, however, plenty of evidence for variation in the articulation of the broad 

10 1901 Rubh’ na Geod H. Sharbau (estate plan).
11 1823 Greotas MacLean (map): Map of Barra as part of John Thomson Southern Part of the 
Western Isles.
12 Cf. G beò (Survey of the Gaelic Dialects of Scotland (SGDS), §§96–97); G ceòl (§181); G 
eòlas (§376), points 28–30 [south Barra].
13 Cf. G bàta (SGDS §§81, 82–83); G cat (§§158–59); G slat (§§768–69); G sùghta (§809).
14 Cf. G greigh (SGDS §500) for initial consonantal cluster.
15 This phoneme is defined as a ‘voiced dental approximant lateral’ in SGDS i, 123. 
16 The three Mull informants, one from each of the three contemporary insular parishes, were 
recorded in 1957 and are as follows: pt 81 Dugald MacArthur, Achnacraig, parish of Torosay; 
pt 82 Miss Jean Gibson, Knockan, parish of Kilfinichen and Kilvickeon; pt 83 Mrs Mary 
MacColl, Torloisk, parish of Kilninian and Kilmore.
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17 G bàta (§81): pts 81–83 /baˑtə/; G bàta (§82): 81 /baˑtə/; 82 /baˑd̥ə/; 83 /baˑd̥ə/; G mo 
bhàta (§83): 81 /mə vaˑtə/; 82 /mə vaˑtə/; 83 /mə vαˑtə/.
18 G sùghta (§809): pt 81 /suˑd̥ˊɪ̜̈/; pt 82 /suːd̥ˊzˊə/; pt 83 /suˑdˊzˊɪ̈/. There was preaspiration 
of /t/ from all informants in G cat (§§158–59) and in G slat (§§768–69) following a short 
vowel; see also Grannd 2000, 55 –56.

l in the wider area. This is a well known feature of the dialects of Islay, in 
which an initial broad l is often articulated as a voiced dental plosive (Grannd 
2000, 59–60), and there is evidence of variation, too, in the dialects of Mull. 
An illustrative example of this is G loisg ‘to burn’ (SGDS §585). Each of the 
four Islay informants (pts 53–56) articulated this consonant as /d/; in Mull, it 
was articulated variously as /u̯ˋ/, a velarised semivowel (pt 81), /ðˋ/, a velarised 
voiced dental fricative (pt 82), and /lˋ/, a velarised voiced dental approximant 
lateral (pt 83), the most common articulation throughout the surveyed area. 
Grannd’s conclusion regarding treatment of broad l in the dialect of Islay was 
that, although unlenited broad l is realised as a plosive, broad l in medial and 
final position is realised as a lateral (2000, 60). The SGDS evidence suggests 
variation in the Mull dialects regarding the consonant in both of these positions. 
A pertinent comparison as regards the consonant in Gruline is G ùbhlan ‘apples’ 
(pl.) (§878) in which an intervocalic broad l is preceded by a back close rounded 
vowel in the Mull dialects. SGDS recorded variation in the articulation of the 
consonant in Mull: a velarised voiced labio-dental fricative in /uˑvˋən/ (pt 81); 
a velarised voiced dental fricative, as above in G loisg, in /u̜ˑðˋən̥/ (pt 82); and, 
also as above in loisg, a velarised voiced dental approximant lateral in /ʔuˑlˋən̥/ 
(pt 83). The development in the historical forms of Gruline from d to l is 
clear; proximity as regards the respective qualities of the broad d and broad l in 
the dialects of Mull, highlighted by the variation in the above examples, may 
explain why this development from d to l occurs. This development would have 
been facilitated when the toponym’s etymology became opaque.

On the basis of the SGDS evidence and in comparison with the Pabbay 
names highlighted above, a diphthong in the region of /ɛɔː/ might be expected 
with regard to the hypothetical articulation of ON grjót by Gaelic speakers 
native to Mull. A comparison of note is G ceòl (SGDS §181) for which the 
following were recorded: /kˊ[ɛɔ]u̯ˋ/ (pt 81); /kˊ[ɛɔ̣ˑ]ð̥ˋ/ (pt 82); /kˊ[ɛɔ]̣l̥ˋ/ (pt 83). 
The aforementioned variation in articulation of the postvocalic broad l, again 
including a velarised semivowel (pt 81) and a velarised voiced dental fricative 
(pt 82), is once more illustrated in these examples. In contrast to the dialects 
of Barra, preaspiration of the final plosive might not be expected in the Mull 
dialects: SGDS records that following a long vowel, the Mull informants had 
no preaspiration of /t/ or /d/ in G bàta17 and G sùghta.18 In the latter example, in 
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19 Cf. G greim (SGDS §503) in relation to gr-.
20 For further discussion of this name, see Whyte, forthcoming.

which the preceding vowel is most comparable, the plosive was realised not as a 
voiceless dental plosive but as a voiced dental plosive from all three informants, 
two of which had accompanied devoicing. On this evidence, a monolingual 
Gael of the type who would be expected to have been an inhabitant of Gruline 
in the late 15th century might be expected to have articulated the initial 
element in *grjót-þing as something approaching /grɛɔːd̥/.19 Juxtaposition of -t 
and þ- appears to have yielded a sound at least perceived as a voiced dental 
plosive in the earliest known forms, a phoneme expected on the basis of the 
above evidence; the lateral is a subsequent development. The most recent 
forms of Gruline reflect the back close rounded vowel /uː/ which follows the 
vibrant in local modern pronunciation of the toponym; the earliest forms in 
Growd-, Croud- and Growd-, however, in addition to providing evidence for an 
earlier dental plosive, may reflect pronunciation in the region of the diphthong 
highlighted above, /ɛɔː/, which, similar to that illustrated in the Pabbay names, 
might have been expected to develop from an original ON -jó-.

It is interesting that the Gaelic form of the name at the beginning of the 
20th century appears to have been Grùilinn, an orthography likely to indicate a 
palatalised alveolar lateral /lˊ/ as opposed to the broad l which might be expected 
to have developed from *grjót-þing: John MacCormick’s Màm Maol Ghrùilinn 
(Mac Cormaic 1911, 6) ‘the bare màm of Gruline’, a toponym not included 
in the OS record, may be an alternative name for Cruach Torr an Lochain 
(NM563402; 348m).20 It is likely that Gruline’s etymology was unknown 
to the author and his contemporaries, thus facilitating further variation in 
articulation of this intervocalic consonant; the OSNB informants did not 
know the toponym’s etymology in 1878 (ARG OS1/2/46/1/49/1). The form 
may have been influenced by understanding of the final element as G linn(e) 
f., gen. linne ‘pool, pond, lake, mill-dam, channel’ (Taylor 2005). It is difficult 
to correlate MacCormick’s form with a plausible etymological explanation of 
the toponym containing Gaelic elements and, as is outlined above, Gruline’s 
l appears to be a relatively recent development. This l, and perhaps the Gaelic 
form of the name, appears to have influenced recent etymological analyses of 
Gruline. MacQuarrie (1982, 76) has interpreted the second element as the 
aforementioned G linn(e) and, although there are pools on the River Bà here, 
Linn’ an t-Sìomain (NM542393) including this element as its generic found on 
the first edn OS map, this is very unlikely given the consistent d of the earliest 
forms. MacQuarrie’s proposed Gaelic-Old Norse etymology is implausible 
although the ‘[ON] Gru, gravel, stony ground’ which he proposes as the initial 
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21 ON steinn m. is the element which is applied to standing stones, normally appearing on the 
modern map as ‘stane’, e.g. Whitestanes (HY4715) and Kirk Stane (HY5316) (Stahl 2004).
22 See the entry on G grùdair ‘brewer’, where there is reference to both Modern Ir grúdaire and 
grúid ‘malt’. See Taylor, with Márkus (2012, 625–36), for discussion of a 13th-century Fife 
man whose name appears to contain OG gruadaire, G grùdaire ‘brewer’.
23 See the entry for ‘grit’, where the ON word is recorded as griót.
24 The element found with its definite article here is G corran m., gen. -ain ‘sickle’, a descriptive 
illustration of the crescent-shaped bay at the head of the loch. It is also commonly applied to 
promontories on the west coast, Watson (1926, 506) defining it specifically as ‘a low cape 
tapering symmetrically to a point’, from OG corr ‘taper, peaked, rounded to a point’.

element represents ON grjót, the specific proposed in this article. Maclean 
(1997, 27) voices uncertainty with regard to Gruline’s etymology, settling for 
‘[G] Cruaidh-linn’, interpreted as ‘stony ground’, although it is unclear why G 
linn(e) has been translated here as ‘ground’. G cruaidh ‘hard, firm’ from OG 
crúaid ‘hard(y), harsh; stern, strict; rough’ (DIL) for the specific is unlikely 
given the earliest forms in Grow- (1494, 1538) and Crou- (1509). Interestingly, 
Maclean (1997, 27) refers in discussion of Gruline to Forbes (1923, 208) who 
provides the same etymology for a place-name in Eigg, rendered Grulainn or 
Grulin, a toponym to which discussion returns below.

In terms of the application of ON grjót, it is defined as ‘gravel, stone’ in 
reference to the Pabbay names above; in Cleasby/Vigfusson the primary 
definition is as follows: ‘stones, but chiefly with the notion of rough stones or 
rubble in a building, etc.; grjót, like Engl. grit, is a collective word, and is 
consequently never used in plur.; a single stone is called steinn, not grjót.’21 
In the modern Celtic languages, G grùid f., gen. -e, is ‘lees, dregs, grounds, 
sediment; malt’ (Dwelly), MacBain (1911) explicitly asserting a connection 
between this word and English ‘groats’ and ‘grit’,22 both confirmed as cognates 
of ON grjót in OED.23 Lexical substitution of Scots grit for ON grjót may 
lie behind the present form of Grit Ness, Evie, Orkney (HY3626) (Sandnes 
2010, 201). ON grjót was also used ‘of the shingle on the beach’ (Cleasby/
Vigfusson), of particular interest when considered within the context of An 
Corran (NM536411), the shingle beach which lies at the head of Loch na 
Keal.24 Jakobsen (1993, 48) noted that de Grøt o’ Stavaness in Nesting, Shetland, 
applies to a ‘pebbly beach’. Jakobsen (ibid., 48–49) defined ON grjót primarily 
as ‘stone, stony ground’, proposing that in Shetland it commonly denotes rocky 
ground, although in some cases refers to ‘cleared and cultivated ground’ and ‘is 
also used in a special sense: low-lying rocky neck or tongue of land, connecting 
a smaller piece of land with a larger one’. The latter sense appears to be applied 
to land connecting skerries with larger areas of ground; given the primary 
status of Gruline in the earliest fiscal evaluations, however, the application to 
cultivated ground, presumably on account of the removal of stones from the said 
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25 The sense of ‘cleared and cultivated ground’ is explicitly proposed in relation to the following 
names, for which Jakobsen unfortunately provides no NGRs; the Shetland names are recorded 
here and elsewhere as they appear in the source: de Grōds (Virs, Norwick, Unst; Sooth Voxter, 
Conningsburgh); Grø̄di or Grøti (Gunnister, Northmavine); de Lalligrøds (Houbie, Fetlar).
26 A useful on-line resource featuring an interactive soil map, which can be used in conjunction 
with the Macaulay Institute reports, is ‘Soil Information for Scottish Soils | SIFSS - The James 
Hutton Institute’, <http://sifss.hutton.ac.uk/index.php> – accessed 29/11/14.
27 This particular soil type (map unit 279) is also found along the southern shoreline of Loch 
na Keal, between Scarisdale and Dhiseig, and at the mouth of the River Forsa on the farms of 
Callachally and Pennygown.

area, is striking.25 Although not explicitly stated, this sense may, on account of the 
respective compounded elements, lie behind Jakobsen’s de Grøddelds (Papa Stour), 
Grotpund (Voe, Dunrossness) and Grøthwi (Walls) (ibid., 48): Jakobsen proposed 
that these are combined with ON deildir, nom. pl. of deild f., locally ‘patch of 
ground, part of a field’ (ibid., 34), Shetlandic pund ‘fold, enclosure’ (ibid., 203) 
and ON kví ‘fold, cattle enclosure’ (ibid., 74), respectively. The extensive area of 
low-lying land east of An Corran at Gruline is itself stony in quality, a characteristic 
which no doubt influenced the etymological analyses of both MacQuarrie and 
Maclean; a toponym in ON grjót might similarly have been coined in reference to 
Gruline’s ‘stony ground’, and perhaps the clearing of it for cultivation during the 
period in which Old Norse was spoken in the area. Gruline has given its name to a 
soil association in the Soil Survey of Scotland, the soils of the Gruline Association 
(map units 278–80), known to have long been utilised agriculturally, are ‘very 
restricted in extent’, covering only 30 square kilometres in total, and important 
in this respect (SLCFA 1982, 71).26 Map unit 279 covers 18 square kilometres 
in total, including the low-lying land at the head of Loch na Keal from around 
Kellan Old Farm (NM519407) to a short distance west of the Burial Ground at 
Knock (NM540391).27 Developed upon raised beach or outwash sands and gravels 
derived from a range of igneous rocks but with a strong basic igneous component, 
the texture of these soils is dominantly gravel, ‘sometimes very coarse as in part of 
the Gruline area of the Isle of Mull’ (ibid., 71). Jakobsen (1993, 48–49) notes that 
ON *grýtingr, defined as a ‘stony stretch’ and said to derive from ON grjót, lies 
behind Grøtin (Sandsting; Fetlar), de Grø̄dins (Øver Soond) and, perhaps, Grø̄di or 
Grøti (Gunnister, Northmavine), the proposal being that -n is occasionally dropped 
in final -in. For the initial vowel in Jakobsen’s term, the preceding asterisk denoting 
that it is not attested in what he terms ‘old Northern literature’, cf. ON grýting f. ‘a 
pelting with stones, stoning’ and ON grýttr ‘stony’ (Cleasby/Vigfusson). The final 
-tingr of Jakobsen’s term is striking given the final -ding of Gruline’s earliest forms, 
but phonemic development from ON ý, a long front close unrounded vowel, to 
the vowel represented in the historical forms of Gruline and the back close rounded 
vowel of modern pronunciation seems unlikely: ON ý would surely be expected to 
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28 The form would be more correctly Càrn Bàn; this the orthography recorded in OSNB ARG 
OS1/2/46/1/50 and on the 6 inch 1st edn OS map, where it is described as a ‘wooded knoll’, 
the name translated there as ‘White Cairn’. See FitzPatrick 2004, 46–47, for discussion of the 
‘reasonably homogenous morphological identity’ of OG carn in relation to inauguration sites 
in Ireland where it appears to refer to ‘modest, compact mounds of earth or a combination of 
earth and stone’.

yield G ì, particularly given the close or close-mid front unrounded vowel which 
follows.

The element may have originally referred either to the stony beach or the 
stony (cleared) ground, or to both, but two nearby cairns, the largest of which is 
known as Carn Bàn, may lie behind *grjót-þing. ON grjót-haugr m., literally ‘stone 
how(e) or mound’, one of the many compounds in which ON grjót is recorded, 
is a ‘heap of stones, cairn’ (Cleasby/Vigfusson); Carn Bàn’s origins lie in G càrn 
‘heap of stones’ and G bàn ‘fair, white, pale, light in colour’.28 The two cairns are 
individually described in RCAHMS site reports which record their locations at 
NM546393 (Carn Bàn) and NM547393. The report on Carn Bàn (Canmore ID 
22244) provides the following description:

A prominent knoll known as Carn Ban is surmounted by a grass-covered 
cairn measuring about 26 m in diameter and 2.2m in height. Its original 
shape and size have been mutilated by robbing, clearance, and fallen 

Fig. 1 Carn Bàn on Approach from NNW
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29 Both cairns were surveyed in 1972, the reports published in RCAHMS 1980, 57, no. 39 
(2), which correctly renders the toponym ‘Càrn Bàn’.
30 The 6 inch 1st edn OS map does not in fact indicate the presence of this smaller cairn, 
although it depicts a gravel pit less than 100m north-east of Carn Bàn.
31 There is also a possible cairn of prehistoric date at Knock around 600m south-west of Carn 
Bàn: RCAHMS, Canmore ID 22249.
32 It is noted here that ‘the appearance of a final -ar in the earliest forms ... would not be easily 
explained if the name contained ON þing’.
33 Woolf (2007, 300) adds that ‘it is less clear whether we should imagine there to have been a 
single alþingr [sic] or ‘general assembly’ for the Isles, or whether intermediate sized groupings, 
such as the Outer Isles, and the Islay group were the largest functional units.’

trees. The stony bank running round its perimeter appears to be a tree-
ring.29

The smaller cairn is situated 400m west of Gruline House, standing at ‘about 
18m in diameter and 1m in height’ and ‘has been severely robbed of stone and 
is overgrown by shrubs’ (Canmore ID 22248).30 No assertion is made in either 
of the reports regarding the chronology of the cairns.31

ON þing
There is at present little knowledge of the administration of Scotland’s 
western littoral in the early Norse Age but in Gruline, Mull, there is a likely 
ON toponym relating to an assembly-site of the period. As regards Dingwall, 
Crawford (2004, 113) has proposed that the toponym ‘provides incontrovertible 
evidence of a flourishing Scandinavian community in the Firthlands of Easter 
Ross, dominant enough in the locality to organise its own legal assembly for the 
running of social and economic matters according to Norse law and custom’. 
Crawford has envisaged Dingwall as the administrative centre for this semi-
autonomous province: ‘The Norse settlers in Ross may have been more or less 
self-governing, although no doubt obliged to provide some renders and services 
for the [Orkney] earls’ (ibid., 113–15). With regard to *Edin in Bute, nearby 
Cnoc an Rath, G cnoc + G an + G ràth ‘ “hill of the fortress” ’ is proposed 
to possess many features which mark it out as a potential medieval assembly-
site and Márkus (2012, 359–60), despite voicing linguistic reservations, has 
commented that ‘it would be strange indeed if there were not a þing-site 
somewhere on Bute’.32 The same may be said of Mull. In reference to the 
western seaboard of Scotland, Woolf (2007, 300) considers it likely ‘that each 
island or group of small islands would have had its own assembly’.33 Placing the 
potential for loss and displacement of names to one side, in the Hebrides only 
Tinwhil (or Hinnisdale) in Trotternish, Skye, Tiongal in Lewis and Finlaggan 
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34 These are Tingwall, Dingieshowe, Stenness and Kirkwall.
35 As Smith highlights, these administrative quarters, eights and heraðs (ON nom. pl. heruð), 
have left their mark on the toponymy of the islands. The same element may lie behind Harris, 
Rhum (Papar Project, H9, 3).
36 For more on the Gulating, see Misje 2012, 30–41.
37 Prior to 1266, these skattlands included the Faroe Islands, Shetland, Orkney and the 
Western Isles. The initial element in ON skatt-land ‘tributary land’ is ON skattr m. ‘tribute’ 
(Cleasby/Vigfusson).

in Islay, where a forerunner to the subsequent council site of the Lordship of 
the Isles may have been located, have been identified as likely thing-sites to date 
(O’Grady 2008, 192–217). By way of comparison, four locations in Orkney are 
considered as probable thing-sites in the administrative system which preceded 
the centralising reforms of the mid- to late 12th century (Gibbon 2012, 91).34 
Smith (2012, 75–78) has highlighted the possibility that, prior to legal reform 
of Shetland in 1274, the island group was divided into administrative units 
called quarters and eights, but also into smaller units of heraðs, each of which 
might have had its own thing.35 The law of Norway’s Gulating, a legislative 
body, court of law and political assembly located in Gulen on the country’s 
west coast from at least 900 to 1300, contains references to quarter-things, in 
addition to things of larger provinces (ibid., 77).36

Application of ON þing in the available contemporary written sources 
and in Norse mythology illustrates that the term refers both to the body of 
free men that met to resolve conflicts and discuss matters of common interest 
within a particular area and to the physical site at which the assembly was held 
(Løkka 2013, 18). The indigenous legal system of pagan Norse society was 
based around these things, the existence of thing-sites in mainland Scotland, 
in the areas ruled by ON speakers but which were not included among the 
Norwegian skattlands,37 suggesting that the thing formed part of the culture 
brought by the Norse settlers to their new homelands, as opposed to having 
been centrally imposed (Sanmark 2013, 107). In the ninth- to twelfth-century 
kingdoms of the North Sea littoral, it is clear that assemblies, both royal and 
public, were ‘integral elements in the processes of negotiating, achieving 
consensus and exercising authority’ within contemporary power structures 
(Sanmark et al. 2013, 1). It has been argued that control of the assembly was 
vital in the formalisation, expansion and consolidation of power, both for kings 
in the Scandinavian kingdoms and for the Norse elite in the newly-settled 
territories in the west (ibid., 1), although, as previously highlighted, only a small 
number of Hebridean locations have been proposed as thing-sites. Although 
the assembly seems to have been more focussed around a collective ethos than 
other contemporary power centres of the time, such as palaces and castles 
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38 As Owen (2012, 19) highlights, however, the sagas provide plenty of evidence that the legal 
system did not preclude blood feud and honour killings in this period.
39 For useful recent summaries of the social activities and functions of the þing, see Løkka 
2013, 18 and Owen 2012, 9.

(decisions and verdicts being made jointly by groups of assembly participants), 
the available sources suggest that the thing was a place where those with power 
often seem to have been able to push decisions in their favour, even before royal 
reform of the legislative system in the 13th century saw the beginning of an era 
in which Scandinavian kings assumed full control of the assemblies (ibid., 1). 
It appears that there existed a hierarchical structure, assemblies at local levels 
existing alongside regional or national things. Judicially, the system allowed for 
disputes to be settled in a neutral and non-violent forum, as opposed to blood 
feud, the thing responsible for setting penalties and compensatory measures, 
determining land boundaries and, in extreme cases of wrongdoing, imposing 
outlawry (Owen 2012, 11–14).38 As well as having judicial, administrative and 
political roles, it is clear that the thing also provided an important social centre, 
the assembly often sitting ‘at the axis of lordship and peer-to-peer relations’ 
(Sanmark et al. 2013, 1). The thing was a social gathering at which individuals 
from the area’s families and dynasties could drink, trade, take part in sporting 
competitions, negotiate alliances and make arrangements regarding marriages 
and inheritance,39 an aspect which is also suggested within the context of central 
judicial-sites across medieval Scotland (O’Grady 2008, 55). Gatherings at the 
thing-site at Tynwald Hill in Man appear to have included market and sporting 
activities associated with the central court proceedings (ibid., 60). The sources 
do suggest, however, that, although a range of social levels appears to have been 
represented, active participation at the thing was limited to the elite and to the 
landowning class of free men, the latter including the likes of tenant farmers, 
some craftsmen, merchants and warriors (ibid., 189).

The archaeology of the Thing

Despite some saga evidence, the scarcity of written sources from the early 
Norse Age mean that detailed information on the thing system and its laws, 
regional variations and the character of thing-sites is still lacking and, in that 
regard, place-names are vital in their identification. In terms of the research 
of certain, probable and potential sites, archaeological understanding of the 
thing has recently been described as being ‘still in its infancy’ (Owen 2012, 
22). The paucity of known thing-sites in Norway, for example, means that 
characterisation of their archaeological and topographical attributes remains 
uncertain (Ødegaard 2013, 43). It is clear, nonetheless, that the nature and 
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40 For a brief discussion of recent excavation carried out by TAP at Ting Holm which has 
discovered ‘no clear evidence of Norse activity’, despite the strength of evidence linking 
assembly meetings to the site, see Sanmark 2013, 103–04.
41 ON búð lies behind the more narrowly defined English ‘booth’, the Old Norse term in 
the singular normally implying a structure of solid foundations and either impermanent or 
intermittent use; in the plural, the word can refer to a camp or camp-site: see Vésteinsson 
2013, 111–12.

organisation of these sites varied across the Norse world and that assembly-sites 
developed and changed over time, particularly with the emergence of supra-
regional kingdoms from the 11th century. Given that things were not permanent 
settlements, evidence of structures is not necessarily a principal characteristic: 
excavation has pinpointed the assembly-place at Thingnes in Iceland but, to 
date, no physical evidence of ‘thing-related activities’ at Ting Holm in Shetland 
has been discovered, to name two examples of known thing-sites (Owen 2012, 
22; Smith 2012, 68–79).40 The most visible remains at Thingvellir in Iceland, 
the location of the Alþing, the country’s single central assembly which was 
established by 930 AD and took place over roughly a fortnight annually in 
June, are those of temporary booths. Most of these date from the 18th and 
19th centuries but recent archaeological surveying located several dating to the 
period between 1000 and 1300 (Jónsson 2012, 46).41 There is textual evidence 
for ephemeral structures similar to those discovered both at the Alþing and at 
regional assembly-sites in Iceland at Þinganes in the Faroe Islands, Vésteinsson 
(2013, 112–13) suggesting that booths might therefore be a feature of the new 
colonies of the North Atlantic, in societies established in previously uninhabited 
lands, there being no comparable sites in the Norse world or indeed in the wider 
contemporary European context. Nothing resembling the Icelandic booths has 
been recognised at the Norse assembly-sites of Britain and Ireland and, in line 
with Vésteinsson’s proposals, none would therefore be expected at Gruline.

Uncovering evidence of ‘thing-related activities’ has proven problematic in 
the excavation of thing-sites across the Norse world but recent research has 
highlighted several topographical features which might be expected within the 
landscape of a thing. The presence of a thing-mound or -hill at which formal 
activity was based is a ‘well-known phenomenon’ of thing-sites and, in this 
regard, burial mounds from earlier periods or natural features of the landscape 
were often incorporated (Brink 2004, 207; Owen 2012, 22–23). Jónsson 
(2012, 42–53) has recently provided an account of the role of lögsögumaður ‘the 
Lawspeaker’ at Thingvellir in Iceland, an elected office whose chief role was to 
recite the laws before the Law Council from such a raised feature. In Shetland, 
there is clear evidence that Ting Holm at Tingwall was the site of an Iron Age 
settlement, perhaps with underlying earlier roots, and there are archaeological 
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47 The 6 inch 1st edn OS form is identical.
48 The additional application of G tòrr in some cases as ‘mountain’ (Márkus 2012, 577) is not 
relevant in this case.

time used as arable land (Holley 2000, 145). On account of its OS forms,47 the 
aforementioned Tòrr an Arbhair (NM544405), G tòrr m., gen. torra, ‘heap, 
hill, mound’, + G an + G arbhar m., gen. -air, ‘corn’, seems likely to have 
referred to crop production at Gruline. The toponym applies to a small knoll 
of around 20m in height on the south side of Abhuinn Tòrr an Arbhair on the 
opposing side of the B8035 from St Columba’s Episcopal Church.48

Providing comparison once more with Tynwald Hill, its location in Man is 
similarly impressive, set on a broad plateau above the confluence of two branches 
of the river Neb, overlooked by high hills, central and easily accessible within 
its insular context (Darvill 2004, 218). Thing-mounds may be understood as 
the exclusive space in which courts would be convened and where the ‘relevant 
overseeing of legal authority and the body of the court would be located’, the 
open level space forming the main area on which the people would assemble 
(O’Grady 2008, 52). O’Grady (ibid., 53) has suggested that, where a mound 

Fig. 2 From the Top of Carn Bàn, Facing NNW
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49 I am grateful to Professor Stephen Driscoll, University of Glasgow, for comments on 
photographs of the site. 

is associated with a thing-site, ‘it may perhaps be assumed that the monument 
formed the core of the assembly, but that it was also set within the assembly-
field or þing-valla.’ That this exclusive space was in many cases defined by an 
enclosure or temporary structure, as is evidenced at Tynwald Hill in Man and 
at Maeshowe in Orkney, has been discussed above, and is a feature which might 
therefore be expected in Norse-Age appropriation of Carn Bàn.

Delimitation of the central space
The RCAHMS survey of Carn Bàn revealed little on the site’s function and 
chronology but there may, as is highlighted above, be evidence of a stone ring 
running around the mound’s perimeter; the outlying boulders in and around 
this ring may also be of archaeological significance.49 Enclosure of the sanctified 
space around the thing or thing-mound in Scandinavian society, a characteristic 
comparable to ‘fencing’ of the court in medieval Scotland, has been discussed by 
O’Grady (2008, 53). This practice would enable the establishment of a visible 
fence defining the boundaries of the court and provide the ‘essential controlled 
space within which the processes of a court could be negotiated’ (ibid., 335). 
The passage in the Saga of Egill Skallagrímsonar which describes the level field 
in which the Gulating was established also refers to the encirclement of the 
court with hazel poles and ropes referred to as vébond ‘hallowed bands’; inside 
the ring sat the judges, those charged with reaching a verdict in lawsuits, the 
rest of the assembled thingsmen standing outside (Brink 2004, 206). This 
delimitation of space seems likely to lie behind the creation of the rectangular 
enclosure around the thing-site of Tynwald Hill and the adaptation of the pre-
existing enclosure at Maeshowe. The flat-topped south mound of the artificial 
complex at Jelling in Denmark, constructed by King Harald Bluetooth in the 
late 10th century, was surrounded by a palisade defining the physical extent 
of the thing-site (Owen 2012, 23). As regards the process of ‘fencing’ at cairns 
or mounds in medieval Scotland, O’Grady (2008, 337) has highlighted the 
timber ‘fence’ of Tillydrone Hill, Old Aberdeen, and the enclosing ditch of the 
Market Knowe cairn of Longforgan. O’Grady’s proposal is that the layout of 
prehistoric monuments may have provided ‘physical prompts for the spatial 
organisation of medieval courts and their associated practices’ (ibid., 337). 
The ‘fencing’ ceremony may in fact have been the responsibility of a specific 
official, incorporating a physical adaptation of the space to activitate the social 
significance and legal sanctity of court sites with pre-attached prehistoric 
significance (ibid., 336). The use of stone in the delimitation of the central 
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space is known at thing-sites in Scandinavia: stone slabs mark out a rectangular 
area around the thing-site at Bällsta, in the parish of Täby a short distance north 
of Stockholm, the creation of which has been dated to 1010 AD based on the 
style of the runestone inscription which names Ulvkel, Arnkel and Gye as the 
men who established the thing there (Owen 2012, 20; Brink 2004, 211–12; 
O’Grady 2008, 53). A connection between circles of stones and thing-sites in 
Scotland was proposed long ago by Hibbert (1831, 103–210), it being argued 
that these features represented the remains of Norse-Age assemblies in the 
Northern Isles, although no modern study has verified this within either this 
or the wider Scottish context (O’Grady 2008, 193). Further analysis of Carn 
Bàn may be able to provide chronological information on its surrounding stony 
bank and outlying boulders and these may be of particular relevance given 
the proposal that ON grjót specified the thing-site here. The possibility is that 
the toponym was coined by Old Norse speakers in reference to an assembly-
site characterised by an encircling embankment of stone, perhaps stone blocks 
appropriated from Carn Bàn or surrounding monuments, the original shape 
and size of Carn Bàn having been ‘mutilated by robbing’ and the neighbouring, 
smaller cairn specifically described as having been ‘severely robbed of stone’ 
(RCAMHS Canmore IDs 22244 and 22248). The possibility that a pre-existing 
kerb around Carn Bàn was appropriated or adapted cannot be ruled out in the 
absence of further chronological analysis. The extent to which the removal of 
stones from Gruline’s cultivable land contributed to Carn Bàn’s stony bank 
before, during and after the Norse Age is unclear.

Liminality and centrality: an assembly-site for the island?
O’Grady (2008, 337–38) has proposed that the liminal status of prehistoric 
monuments may have made them appropriate venues for judicial assemblies 
within a Scottish context, the subsequent adoption of such sites perhaps 
indicating a change of perception towards megaliths in the early historic period. 
A feature found elsewhere in Britain and in Europe, it seems likely that the 
liminality of prehistoric sites was considered functionally effective as regards 
the assembling of neighbouring communities across administrative boundaries 
in medieval Scotland (ibid., 337, 344–48). The location of Gruline can be 
considered liminal within Mull’s Norse-Age administrative units in that it lay 
in the extreme north-west corner of the district of Forsa, ON fors + ON á 
‘waterfall river’, the specific most likely referring to the falls (NM600432) at 
the mouth of the River Forsa where it enters the Sound of Mull at the east 
end of the airstrip at Glenforsa. Given that a name of ON origin was also 
applied to this administrative district, the likelihood is that it was functional 
in the same period as the proposed assembly-site of Gruline. Indeed, the 
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50 See also Waugh 2010.

earliest fiscal assessments of Mull illustrate that Gruline lay at the boundary 
of four separate administrative districts: Knock across the River Bà to the 
west lay within a district which included the settlements along the southern 
shoreline of Loch na Keal and Clachaig on the southern shoreline of Loch Bà; 
Glencannel and the settlements at the opposing end of Loch Bà lay within 
another; and the lands to the north-west along the northern shoreline of Loch 
na Keal lay within another (Whyte, forthcoming). Those lands to the north-
west also lay across an ecclesiastical boundary within the parish of Kilninian 
and Kilmore in the medieval period, separated from the parish of Torosay by 
Loch na Keal and, for a short distance, the River Bà. Gruline’s liminality may 
be indicated in the specific element of both the aforementioned Carn Bàn and 
Torr Bàn (NM551394), this toponym applying to a mound which lies less 
than 500m north-east of the large cairn; the generic here is G tòrr, as in Tòrr 
an Arbhair. The specific in both Carn Bàn and Torr Bàn names is G bàn which, 
as highlighted above, can primarily be defined as ‘fair, white, pale, light in 
colour’. In place-names with topographical generics it probably chiefly refers 
to light-coloured vegetation, although Taylor (2012, 530–31) notes that both 
Scots white and Latin albus, especially in combination with generics such as 
‘hill’ and ‘field’, appear in a Fife context to be applied also to boundary lands 
between communities, with implications of dispute, sharing and the absence of 
cultivation. G bàn can also mean ‘vacant, waste’ or ‘untilled’ and, although it is 
clear that late 19th-century locals understood the name of Carn Bàn as ‘white 
cairn’ (OSNB ARG OS1/2/46/1/50), G bàn may in these toponyms refer to 
liminality of location.

Discussion of the situation of thing-sites within their respective insular 
contexts has been a feature of recent scholarship on the nature of Norse 
assemblies in the Northern Isles. Sanmark (2013, 105) has argued that the 
most common trait linking the locations of Shetland’s things is their isthmus 
location, which also occurs in Orkney and frequently in Scandinavia.50 As 
highlighted previously, ON eið ‘isthmus’ is also the element proposed by 
Márkus as the specific in *Edin in Bute, this specific element illustrative of 
the site’s location on that island. Referring to Shetland’s thing-sites, O’Grady 
(2008, 209) has proposed that ‘Isthmuses are nexus points of land and sea 
movement’, offering ‘prominent landmarks which could be used to define a 
focal place for assembly activities’. An assembly-site on the extensive low-lying 
plain between the stony beach at the head of Loch na Keal and freshwater Loch 
Bà would undoubtedly constitute a prominent landmark on the coastline of 
Mull. The virtues of Loch na Keal are extolled by MacCormick (1923, 32) in 
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51 There is also a dun and medieval settlement remains at Torr nam Fiann (NM539415) less 
than 3km NNW of Carn Bàn (RCAHMS, Canmore ID 22302).
52 The generic here is clearly G caisteal ‘stone fort, castle’; the specific on account of the OS 
form is G sreang f., gen. -einge, literally meaning ‘string, line, cord’, but in this case likely to 
apply to the aforementioned track which connects the coastlines. The String (NR980360) is 
the name of a road in Arran (Fraser 1999, 144).  It is An t-Sreang, the modern form clearly a 
direct translation into English from Gaelic, on the 1868 OS 6 inch 1st edn (Sheet CCXLIV).

the typically floral language of his day: ‘With Inchkenneth guarding its entrance 
from the sweeping career of the Atlantic’s wintry billows, and, surrounded on 
every side by a battlement of gigantic mountain ranges, Loch-na-Keal gets the 
name of being one of the safest harbours in the West Highlands.’ The situation 
of Gruline at the western end of the 4.5km isthmus between Loch na Keal 
and the Sound of Mull to the east would mark the site out as one of particular 
strategic seafaring significance, a significance which is clearly represented by the 
area’s monoliths and the aforementioned cairns.51 The B8035 is the modern route 
along the isthmus separating Loch na Keal from Salen on the Sound of Mull 
coast and a similar distance separates Loch na Keal and the estuary where the 
Aros River meets the Sound in the shadow of Aros Castle. The still-traversable 
track which connects the island’s west and east coasts here is clearly indicated as 
the main route, despite traversing land in excess of 150m in altitude, across the 
isthmus on the 19th-century maps of Langlands (1801) and Thomson (1832). 
This route runs past the conspicuous remains of an oval-shaped dun at Caisteal 
na Sreinge (NM555433; RCAHMS, Canmore ID 22283).52 There is no known 
name in ON eið in the Gruline area, but this expanse of flat land on the banks of 
the River Bà between Loch na Keal and freshwater Loch Bà, at the nexus of these 
established communication routes, means that Gruline was likely to have been 
a location of strategic significance suited to the assembling of local peoples long 
before the Norse Age. Within the wider context of assembly-sites in medieval 
Scotland, and with specific reference to fording places, O’Grady (2008, 345–46) 
has highlighted the importance attached to the positioning of assembly-sites ‘at 
focal points of movement and communication’. Brink (2004, 215), referring 
to thing-sites in early Scandinavia, notes that ‘The communications aspect was, 
of course, most important’. Location within insular and regional context has 
been important in both the identification and analysis of Scottish thing-sites in 
recent commentaries. The majority of identified thing-sites in Scotland represent 
locally significant institutions, likely to have served an area comparable to a single 
parish or group of minor estates (O’Grady 2008, 193). Gruline’s insularly central 
location may be more comparable to those of Tingwall in Shetland, Tingwall in 
Orkney and Tinwhil, or Hinnisdale, in Skye, however, whose things may have 
had a regional orbit, serving a populous beyond the immediate locale (ibid., 193).
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53 Sanmark’s five points are as follows: 1. Isthmus and small island location. 2. Proximity to 
fresh water. 3. Monument reuse. 4. Sheltered location. 5. Proximity to churches and chapels.
54 For discussion of Glencannel and Knock, the early forms of which highlight the possibility 
that both of these names may in fact be hagiotoponyms, see Whyte, forthcoming. Blaeu’s map 
was based on the original survey work of Timothy Pont which may have been completed in 
the final decade of the 16th century. 
55 The names have the same orthography on the 6 inch 1st edn OS map. Their etymologies 
were unknown to the informants of OSNB (ARG OS1/2/33/113/1 and OS1/2/33/109/3).

Sanmark’s ‘salient traits’ relating to Shetland’s thing-sites are a useful tool in the 
analysis of the thing-site at Gruline (2013, 102–05).53 In this regard, Gruline can 
be described as being located on an insularly central isthmus, is contiguous with 
freshwater by way of Loch Bà and the River Bà, and lies at the head of a sheltered 
sea loch and harbour in Loch na Keal. As regards proximity to an ecclesiastical 
site, there is a burial ground at Knock around 600m to the south-west in a square 
enclosure defined by a wall of 19th-century date, its earliest datable monument 
belonging to the mid-18th century (Canmore ID 22246); at the opposing 
end of Loch Bà around 8km south-east of Carn Bàn in Glencannel lies an old 
burial ground, an ecclesiastical site depicted here on the map of Blaeu published 
in the mid-17th century.54 There is strong evidence that Old Norse speakers, 
appropriating a central place in the Mull landscape in the form of Carn Bàn, 
applied *grjót-þing to a thing-site here, the central space perhaps being delimited 
by a stone kerb encircling the mound. Excavation of the site may reveal more as 
to the chronology of the mound and of the possible stone kerb, in turn providing 
more information on the political administration of this Inner Hebridean island 
in the Norse Age. Sanmark (2013, 98, 107) has argued that thing-sites were 
established in Shetland from the early phases of Norse settlement, an organic 
phase envisaged here from the ninth century onwards in which assemblies were 
set up by powerful individuals or families as a way of taking or claiming control 
over a particular area. Little has been confirmed to date on the Norse political 
mechanisms of control in the Inner Hebridean area.

Two further inner hebridean Things?
Further research may take note of two possible Inner Hebridean parallels. Grulin 
(NR241681), in the parish of Kilchoman, is among the settlement-names listed in 
historical documents relating to Islay; this existing name is found in combination 
with the familiar Gaelic affixes mòr and beag, ‘big’ and ‘little’, on the modern OS 
map on the north side of Loch Gorm in the names Grulinmore (NR242666) and 
Grulinbeg (NR239680) (Macniven 2006, 335–36).55 Macniven has proposed an 
ON etymology for the existing name, interpreting the second element as ON 
land, translated in that study as ‘farm’. The specific is identified either as the 
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56 Macniven’s forms elsewhere are chronologically ordered and the date relating to the form 
listed first here appears to be recorded in error. The asterisk which precedes the head-name in 
Macniven has not been included here.
57 See also Walker 1990.

Old Norse feminine personal-name Gró or the element discussed above, ON 
grjót, which Macniven (ibid., 335) translates as ‘stoney’. The earliest forms of 
the toponym collected in Macniven’s study, however, highlight the possibility 
that Islay’s Grulin contains the same elements as Mull’s Gruline. The forms 
subsequent to 1733 are consistent in -lin(t), but the earliest forms are Grudin 
(1584), Groden (1562) and Groden (1563).56 There are no recorded forms in 
-ing as there are in the forms of Gruline, Mull, but the local pronunciation 
of the name included by Macniven (ibid., 335) indicates a final velar nasal: [ 
̍g̊ruʔlɪŋ]. There is clear evidence of the same development from a medial voiced 
dental plosive to a lateral in the historical forms. As is outlined above in relation 
to the Gaelic dialects of Mull, it is proposed here that proximity between the 
broad d and broad l in the dialects of Islay lies behind this development. 
Although Grannd’s research suggests that broad l in medial position is realised 
as a lateral in the modern dialects of Islay (2000, 60), the early forms of Grulin 
could suggest closer historical proximity in the respective qualities of broad d 
and broad l in this position.

As regards ON grjót, some soils in the area of Grulin are of a type closely 
comparable with those of the Gruline Association discussed above. Although 
there are peaty, wet soils around Loch Gorm (SLCFA 1982, 3, map unit 4), 
the soils around Grulinmore are of the Corby Association. This is of particular 
interest given that the Gruline Assocation ‘may intergrade to the Corby 
Association’ (ibid., 71).  Soils of the Corby Association type developed on 
interbedded sands and gravels derived from acid rocks, textures described as 
‘always coarse’, although extreme variation is found (ibid., 49–50). The specific 
soil type found in the area of Grulinmore (map unit 99) is present on the gently 
undulating ground formed by raised beach and fluvioglacial outwash deposits 
(ibid., 51). It has soils of various types, the SLCFA report (ibid., 51) asserting 
that ‘Some of the best arable ground of the west coast is found on this map 
unit’.57 The reference to gravelly textures here is noteworthy given the above 
discussion of Gruline’s soils and must be a consideration with regard to the 
proposed etymologies in ON grjót. Jakobsen’s proposal regarding the application 
of the element to cleared and cultivated ground may also be appropriate here 
given this settlement’s primary status in early fiscal evaluation of Islay.

In addition to the parallels between the historical forms of the names, the 
possibility that Grulin was also coined in reference to a Norse assembly-site is 
made all the more attractive given the archaeology of this area of Islay. Norse 
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58 Graham-Campbell and Batey (1998, 122–25) includes a case study on Ballinaby.
59 Macniven (2006, 336), in discussion of the Grulin area’s antiquities, does not draw 
attention to the cairn but does refer to the nearby dun (NR239670) situated on a rocky 
knoll on the edge of the marshy flats on Loch Gorm here, about 400m WSW of Carnduncan 
(Canmore ID 37394). Macniven follows previous interpretations of the toponym as G càrn + 
G personal-name Donn(a)chadh ‘Duncan’s cairn’.
60 The OS 1979 report notes that it is situated on level ground near the crest of a gentle scarp 
and commands ‘commanding views’ to the west (Canmore ID 239672).

origins have been suggested for the nearby ruins at An Sithean (NR250665) 
and Àird Thorrinnis (NR210675) (Canmore IDs 37374 and 37411; Macniven 
2013b, 9), and four or more high-status pagan burials have been discovered 
at Ballinaby (NR221670) on the north-west shore of Loch Gorm (Canmore 
ID 37407). As regards the latter, Graham-Campbell and Batey (1998, 125) 
concluded that the wide-ranging array of artefacts discovered here provides 
‘general archaeological information for the Norse presence on Islay during 
some part of the ninth and tenth centuries’ but that ‘all too little is known 
of the organisation of what would seem to have been a somewhat dispersed 
cemetery.’58 Macniven (2006, 308–09; 2013b, 9) has since argued that ‘The 
location of these burials – on or very near some of the best arable land in the 
northern half of the Rhinns  – their relatively late date; and the fact that they 
include typical female assemblages all point to established Norse communities 
with a well defined social hierarchy.’ Neighbouring Grulin on the north side 
of Loch Gorm is Carnduncan (NR244672), a name which must have been 
coined in reference to the cairn, G càrn, at NR239672.59 The generic element 
in this toponym is not the only parallel with Gruline’s Carn Bàn, as the 1984 
RCAHMS report on the cairn (Canmore ID 37384) illustrates:

This cairn stands in pastureland 350m W of Carnduncan and 30m NE 
of the public road from Loch Indaal to Sanaigmore. It measures 17m in 
diameter and although it has been reduced by stone-robbing, particu-
larly on the E, it still survives to a height of 1.7m. A notable feature is 
the carefully chosen series of large boulders, up to 0.9m wide and 0.5m 
high, that form a kerb round the perimeter; the kerb is now discontinu-
ous, and it is likely that the four dislodge[d] boulders shown on the plan 
originally belonged to it.60

In addition to its topographical situation, its relative dimensions and its 
contiguity with a freshwater loch and a river, in the form of the River Leòig, 
interpreted by Macniven (2006, 201) as ON lœkr m. ‘brook, rivulet’ (Cleasby/
Vigfusson), the deliberate encircling of the cairn with large boulders, as is 
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61 Macniven (2006, 336) has proposed that, while the area around Carnduncan and Grulin 
appears to fall within the bounds of Leek (NR223678) on Stephen MacDougall’s 1749–51 
map of the island, ‘it seems more likely that they were once part of Grulin.’
62 This feature has not been subject to archaeological investigation to date, although there is 
a record relating to possible cairns, cists and standing stones said to have been found in the 
conical hills below Sunderland Farm (Canmore ID 37436).
63 In addition to devoicing, dental quality was recorded in relation to this voiced dental 
plosive at pt 56.

outlined above, may be paralleled at Carn Bàn.61 The possibility is that ON 
grjót applied to the stone kerb encircling this Islay cairn as it did at Gruline.

Macniven did not make a connection between the early forms of Grulin and 
ON þing but has argued that a prominent conical hillock (NR232648) on the 
farm of Sunderland (NR246645) was the location of a thing (2006, 195–97, 
363–65; 2013a, 81–82).62 Sunderland is etymologised by Macniven (2013a, 
81–82) as *Sjóvarland ‘the farm by/of the lake’, a name which is explained as 
having been conflated in local usage with the name of the surrounding district, 
‘ON Sjóvarþing “the assembly place by the lake” ’; ON þing and ON land, it 
is suggested, were compounded with the same specific and used to describe 
different features in the landscape. An etymology in ON þing is argued on 
the basis of Shinart, the form of the name on the Blaeu map, which appears 
to be echoed in local pronunciation of the name: / ̍ʃuɁnarɁtiŋ/. The earliest 
forms recorded by Macniven (2006, 195–97), however, are consistent with 
the medial l of the modern form: Synerlay (1507); Synarley (1509); Synnarland 
(1541a); Synnerland  1541b); Schynnerll (1542). On the basis of these earliest 
forms, ON land is a more likely candidate for the secondary element than ON 
þing. Again, proximity in the articulation of broad l and broad d in the Gaelic 
dialects of Islay may explain what appears on the basis of the early forms to be 
a development from an orthographical and phonological l to d in Sunderland, 
the opposite development to the Gruline/Grulin effect as it were. There may 
also be further evidence here of closer historical proximity between broad l 
and d in the Gaelic dialects of the area in a medial position. In all but one 
of the forms recorded by Macniven – the atypical Skynneil (1617), including 
the Blaeu form and modern pronunciation – the relevant consonant follows r. 
There is evidence that when broad l follows r in the dialects of Islay, it is realised 
not as a lateral but as a voiced dental plosive /d/: an illustrative example in 
SGDS is G Beurla ‘English language’, all four Islay informants articulating this 
consonant as /d̥/ (§100, pts 53–56).63 This feature of the local dialects seems 
likely to explain the orthographical t of the Blaeu form and the voiceless dental 
plosive of modern pronunciation recorded by Macniven. 
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64 The nom. forms recorded in Zoëga are sær, sjár and sjór, where the term is defined as ‘sea’; 
the gen. forms noted here are sævar, sjávar, sjóvar and sjófar.
65 The sacrality of the landscape in this part of the island in the psyche of the local Gaelic 
populace is confirmed by the aforementioned An Sithean (NR250665), a common toponym 
in the Gàidhealtachd which refers to conspicuous small mounds considered to be the dwelling-
places of, to quote Taylor (2012, 499), ‘denizens of the Other World’; G sìthean is a diminutive 
form of G sìth.
66 Dwelly’s entry on G teamhair points the reader to G tèamhaidh but also adds the following 
on the former: ‘Time, season, in season — Suth’d & N. Coast. 2** Covered or shaded walk on 
a hill. Teamhair fhuar, cold weather.’

With regard to the initial element of this toponym, Macniven (2006, 364) 
explains the *Sjóvar- part of the proposed compound as the genitive form of 
‘ON sjó (f ), “lake” ’. This appears to be the gen. form, however, of ON sær m., 
also sjór and sjár, the former the most common form in the older texts; the 
gen. forms are sævar, sjóvar and sjávar, the intervocalic -v- sometimes written 
as -f- (Cleasby/Vigfusson). The sjó form provided by Macniven is found in 
both the acc. and dat. cases. As regards definition, the term applies to ‘the 
sea’, unsuprisingly found in numerous compounds, but is ‘never used, like 
Germ<an> see, of a lake’ (ibid.).64 Neither ON sær nor its alternative forms are 
likely to apply to freshwater Loch Gorm and are therefore unlikely to feature 
in the etymology of Sunderland. The consistent n and nn in the first element 
of the earliest forms, represented in the modern pronunciation of the name, 
are also problematic in Macniven’s preferred etymology, although there is an 
attempt to explain this in a ‘speculative re-interpretation’ of Sunderland as 
‘ON *Sjúhundaraþing “the assembly place of the seven hundreds” ’ (Macniven 
2013a, 89).

Returning to Grulin on the north shoreline of Loch Gorm, it is worth 
drawing attention here within the context of the reuse and adoption of central 
places outlined above to Druim Teamhair (NR226680).65 The name applies 
to a ridge, G druim m., gen. droma, lying just under 2km west of Grulinbeg. 
The specific may be the Gaelic form of OG temair, defined in DIL as ‘any 
high place, eminence, hill’. Druim Teamhair is translated as ‘pleasant ridge’ 
in OSNB (ARG OS1/2/33/109/1), a connection clearly being made with G 
tèamhaidh adj. ‘pleasant, agreeable, delightful, quiet’ (Dwelly).66 Watson (1926, 
505), however, highlighted this Islay name in his discussion of the element 
teamhair, where he recorded the Gaelic form of the name as Druim Teamhra, 
a form retaining the older gen. which later became teamhrach. Watson defines 
the term as ‘an eminence of wide prospect standing by itself ’, noting that it 
is commonly anglicised within an Irish context as ‘Tara’, most famously in 
the renowned Temair Breg, Tara of Brega, in County Meath. With regard to 
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67 MacBain (1911) discussed OG temair and Modern Ir teamhair in the entry for G teamhaidh, 
which he records without the accompanying length mark on the ‘e’ recorded in Dwelly; he 
derives the terms from *stemari (Mac Giolla Easpaig 2004, 429).
68 For further discussion of the place-names containing this element, see also Ó Muraíle 
2005, 449–477.

the term’s etymology, Watson (1905, 286), in an earlier study, suggested an 
origin in the Indo-European root tem- ‘to cut’. Dónall Mac Giolla Easpaig 
(2005, 448) has recently advocated Watson’s suggestion, asserting that the 
element derives from Indo-European *tem-r-i-s, reflecting the e-grade of the 
root *tem- ‘cut’ compounded with -r- suffix, thus signifying an area that has 
been cut off from the surrounding landscape. In Mac Giolla Easpaig’s own 
words, the element originally referred to an area that had been ‘demarcated for 
sacred purposes’, closely related both semantically and etymologically therefore 
to Greek temenos and Latin templum, and can be explained as a ‘sacred place’ 
(ibid., 448). In terms of the semantic development outlined above, Mac 
Giolla Easpaig (ibid., 427–28) has proposed that the term became a common 
appellative, albeit rarely found, subsequent to its application to Temair Breg, 
an eminent feature in the landscape of Meath, developing various associative 
meanings by the Middle Gaelic period. The figurative development of the term 
and its subsequent application as a place-name element were therefore only 
possible when its meaning and derivation had become opaque to speakers of 
Old Gaelic. The term’s metaphorical sense looks likely to explain MacBain’s 
definition of the word which he connects, like Dwelly, to G tèamhaidh, defined 
as ‘pleasant, delightful’;67 the word is in fact glossed elsewhere as OG aibinn 
‘pleasant, delightful’ (Stokes 1907, 271: §126; Mac Giolla Easpaig 2005, 427). 
There are over 20 confirmed instances of OG temair in the toponymy of Ireland, 
a remarkable rate of survival in the opinion of Mac Giolla Easpaig (ibid., 430), 
given the ‘obvious antiquity of Temair as a name’.68 Watson’s analysis of the 
element in Dail Teamhair, one of the cluster of names seemingly containing 
the element in Glen Casley, Sutherland, implies application of the element in 
its metaphorical sense, as an adjective as it were, his explanation of the name 
being ‘Dale of Taras’; the specific element in Dail Teamhair is reckoned to apply 
to the numerous truncated conical mounds on this level plain (1905, 286). 
The older genitive form recorded by Watson in relation to the Islay name, 
however, when considered within the context of a sacred landscape in this 
part of Islay (evident in the area’s toponymy), opens up the possibility that 
this is a toponym of some antiquity. Further investigation of the toponymic 
landscape of this Islay name, in addition to further archaeological investigation, 
may reveal more on this area of the island, which appears likely on the above 
evidence to have been a central place from an early date. The specific in Druim 
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69 For discussion of a toponym in Mull which looks to contain G teamhair, also located in the 
district of Forsa but not associated with Gruline, see Whyte, forthcoming.
70 NGRs here are those provided in the RCAHMS reports on the ruined townships, Canmore 
IDs 22170 and 22191, respectively. The forms of the names included on the OS 6 inch 1st 
edn maps are identical to the modern forms. OSNB INV OS1/16/13/19/2 highlights that 
Grulin Iochdrach, rendered ‘Lower Gruline’, although this is subsequently scored out, applied 
to a ‘small district’ in this part of the island; Grulin Uachdrach, ‘Upper Gruline’ similarly 
scored out, also applied to a ‘district’, the meaning of the name unknown at that time (INV 
OS1/16/13/24/3. Both anglicised forms include a final e, as is found in the modern form of 
Gruline, Mull. 
71 RMS ii no. 2438; ALI App. 54 228–29.
72 RMS ii no. 2439.

Teamhair, or Druim Teamhra, carries ancient and significant associations and 
there is a distinct possibility that it refers to the cairn of Carnduncan. The name 
Grulin may well indicate continued centrality of this area in Norse-Age Islay, 
wholly unsurprising considering the above discussion concerning the reuse of 
prehistoric monuments.69

Grulin, Eigg
There looks to be another Inner Hebridean toponym of comparison in the 
form of Grulin, Eigg. This name appears on the modern map in the form of 
Grulin Iochdrach (NM446850) and Grulin Uachdrach (NM455842),70 with 
the affixed adjectives G ìochd(a)rach and G uachd(a)rach ‘lower’ and ‘upper’, 
two ruined townships on Eigg’s south coast situated under the cliffs of An 
Sgùrr. The slopes here are characterised by rocky outcrops and large stone 
blocks, around which some of the ruined houses of Grulin Uachdrach were 
constructed (Canmore ID 22193). The topography here is markedly different 
to that of the low-lying arable of Gruline, Mull, and Grulin, Islay, and, if 
not applying to cultivable land cleared of stone, may be more comparable to 
applications of ON grjót to the likes of de Grūd in the western part of Unst, 
Shetland, where the name refers to a ‘steep, rocky strip of coast’ (Jakobsen 
1993, 48). The pebble beaches which line the coast below the villages provide a 
topographical parallel to An Corran at Gruline.

The earliest forms of these names may be Grudling-Etrach and Grudleng-
Neyvaidlean, recorded in a 1498 charter which granted to Ranald ‘Makallane’ 
of Clanranald lands in Uist, Eigg and Arisaig which had previously been held 
by the lords of Isles.71 A charter of the same year records the latter name as 
Grudling-Neyvaidlean.72 Grudling-Etrach looks likely to represent Grulin 
Iochdrach; the latter name clearly contains a different affix to the G uachdrach 
recorded by the OS. With regard to the incorporated existing name, Grulin, 
the medial -dl- of these forms appears to be unparallelled in the historical forms 
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73 RMS vii no. 264; vii no. 344; ix no. 7; xi no. 1105.
74 Retours (Inverness) i nos. 47 and 118; AÀA: Grealin/Grialainn, see also Forbes 1923, 206.
75 The reference here in RCAHMS Canmore ID 22193 is to a manuscript labelled ‘R 
Rusbrooke et al 1986 (MS 581/1)’: it is ‘Interim Report of Archaeological Survey, Eigg, Inner 
Hebrides’, by P. Rushbrooke, P. and V. Williams and P. and S. Wade-Martins, 1986. 

of the Mull and Islay names and, given the analysis of the two comparable 
examples above, may represent an intermediate form between Grud- and Grul-
. The forms of the Eigg toponyms suggest similar proximity between broad 
d and l as is discussed above in relation to the Mull and Islay Gaelic dialects 
although there is no evidence for articulation of broad l as anything other than 
a lateral in SGDS: a velarised voiced dental approximant lateral preceded by 
an approximant was recorded in G ùbhlan, G ceòl and in an initial position 
in G loisg (pt 94). A glance at the subsequent forms of the Eigg names in 
RMS illustrates that, parallel to the Mull and Islay names, the orthographical 
d is later dropped for l: Growlin (1610), Groullin (1610), Growlin (1634) and 
Growling (1667).73 The Retours forms Growlin (1627) and Grouling (1695) also 
relate to this location in Eigg and are not of Grealin (NG508617), Skye, as is 
recorded in AÀA.74 The modern forms of Grealin suggest that the toponym 
does not contain the same elements as the Grulin(e) names: the Gaelic form is 
Grialainn and it is Grealin on the OS 6 inch first edn map. Returning to the 
Eigg toponym, and with regard to the proposed generic in ON þing, the 1498 
forms in -ing and -eng are reminiscent of the earliest forms of Gruline, Mull. 
If the -dl- of these earliest forms does not represent articulation of a single 
phoneme, an etymology in ON grjót + ON land may be a consideration.

In addition to parallels with the Mull and Islay names concerning the 
orthographical development of Grulin, Eigg, however, its archaeological 
landscape may also be indicative of ON þing. Within the context of Mull’s 
Carn Bàn and Islay’s Carnduncan, a name of particular interest in the vicinity 
of Grulin is Carnan Ghrulin (NM456842). The generic here is G càrnan m. 
‘small heap of stones’, the diminutive of G càrn; the specific is our existing 
name, lenited in the gen. case. The specific invites immediate comparison with 
the Mull and Islay sites and this area of Eigg was surveyed in some detail in 
2001–2002 as part of the RCAHMS Eigg Survey. The project identified at least 
13 huts and eight enclosures between the upper edge of the ruined settlement 
of Grulin Uachdrach and the cliffs of An Sgùrr, the huts being constructed of 
pitchstone rubble. There is evidence for the anticipated reuse of rubble and 
stone, some enclosures being of later date, and at least one having a hut built 
over it. One enclosure, having an external diameter of 7.8m E-W and 9.1m 
N-S, was identified as a hut circle in a 1986 survey of the site,75 the more recent 
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76 There are also monoliths at the Eigg site which may be of interest within the context of a 
thing-site here: RCAHMS, Canmore ID 22193.
77 The format of this Appendix follows that of Taylor, with Márkus, 5 vols, 2006–2012, and 
Márkus 2012.

RCAHMS survey proposing that this was in fact more likely to represent a 
small stock enclosure. Stock enclosures, more specifically areas designated for 
the provisioning of the horses of thing-attendees, might nonetheless be among 
the features expected of a thing-site’s archaeology. There is as yet, however, no 
analysis dating any of Grulin’s features to the Norse Age.76

Conclusion
The linguistic and archaeological evidence suggests the presence of a thing in 
each of these three Inner Hebridean locations. The early forms of the toponyms 
found in relation to these locations look to provide evidence that each was 
identified by a toponym compounding ON grjót and ON þing. Although 
geological and topographical applications of ON grjót may also be considered 
in each location, the specific element may apply to a shared characteristic which 
appears to be presented in the archaeological evidence: that these thing-sites 
were enclosed by a stone kerb. This is a feature of Norse-Age assembly-sites in 
Scandinavia, but also within a more local context at Tynwald Hill in Man and 
at Maeshowe in Orkney. It may be that names in Gruline and Grulin represent 
an Inner Hebridean Norse-Age culture relating to assembly-sites at which legal 
adminstration of the respective areas was focussed. Discussion of the Islay and 
Eigg sites in this study is preliminary in nature and more extensive research 
of both the toponymic and archaeological context of both locations is likely 
to elucidate the situation of the sites in the Norse Age, but there are parallels 
here which point to shared cultural traits in the establishment of Norse-Age 
assembly-sites in the area. Focussing in conclusion on Gruline, Mull, this site’s 
centrality within the context of the island and its location at the head of Loch 
na Keal, a sea loch renowned as a sheltered harbour, open up the possibility that 
the thing here had a regional orbit, perhaps serving more than the populace of 
this central part of Mull and the immediately adjacent smaller islands.

Appendix

GRULINE  TOY S NM547398 1 375 20m77

Growding 1494 RMS ii. no. 2200 [2 pennylands; in Forsay]
Crouding 1509 ER xiii 214 [16 shillings 8 pence; in Glenforssay et Leremulach; 

the initial C- here may reflect either scribal error or scribal perception of 
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78 This is the local pronunciation of the toponym in an English-speaking context.

this plosive, given the otherwise consistent G- of the historical forms and of 
modern orthography]

Growding 1538 RMS iii no. 1745 [2 pennylands; in Forsay]
Gronding 1542 RSS ii no. 4732 [2 pennylands; in Glenfossy]
Grouding 1612 RMS vii no. 663 [2 pennylands; in Glenfossay]
Gronding 1615 Retours i no. 15 [2 pennylands; in Glensossy]
Gruiling 1625 RMS viii no. 815 [2 pennylands; in Glenfossay]
Growillie 1654 Blaeu (Pont) Mula Insula [settlement in black; NE of Auon Va]
Gruigling 1663 Retours i no. 73 [2 pennylands; in Glensossay]
Gruline 1801 Langlands Argyllshire
Gruline 1824 Thomson Northern Part of Argyll Shire
Gruline 1881 OS 6 inch 1st edn Sheet LXXXIII
Gruline 1900 OS 6 inch 2nd edn Sheet LXXXIII
Màm Maol Ghrùilinn 1911 MacCormick Seanchaidh na h-Airigh [toponym 

in gen. but orthography suggests that the nom. case was *Grùilinn; 
not included on modern map, likely to refer to Cruach Tòrr an Lochain 
(NM563402; 348m)]

/ ̍gruːlɪn/78
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2 Even these are interrelated, however, since they are connected to the texts and maps made by 
Pont, Gordon and Blaeu. (For Inchmahome, see this volume, pp. 54–59.)
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The Lake of Menteith: Why a lake amongst lochs?
Peter McNiven, University of Glasgow

The Lake of Menteith has the distinction of being the only lake in Scotland. 
It was not always thus: on James Stobie’s map of the Counties of Perth and 
Clackmannan, published in 1783, the lake is named Loch of Menteith, while 
in a letter dated to 1817–19, Sir Walter Scott called it Lough of Menteith 
(Grierson 1933, 302). Why, then, did this ‘considerable sheet of water’, as 
the Ordnance Survey described it in 1862–63 (OS1/25/69/43), come to be 
termed a lake when every other ‘sheet of water’ in the vicinity is designated 
loch?

There are a number of theories given for this unique state of affairs 
including a popularly held notion that it is a lake because in geographical 
terms it is different from Scotland’s other stretches of inland fresh water. 
However, this must be rejected as there are many other examples of Lowland 
bodies of water that are called lochs, e.g. Linlithgow Loch WLO, Bishop 
Loch near Glasgow, and Loch Leven KNR. Another theory is that lake  here 
derives from Scots laich ‘stretch of low-lying ground’ (DOST), meaning, in 
effect, the land surrounding the lake, and a cartographer mistook this Scots 
word for lake.1 While this theory seems plausible on the face of it, it should 
also be rejected since there is no evidence that the flat, often boggy area 
around the lake has ever been called a laich.

Until the beginning of the 19th century the Lake of Menteith always 
had loch in its name. However, unlike the other lochs in the vicinity, it has 
almost always contained the preposition of. Another difference is that the 
specific is unstable. Prior to 1685, the lake was called Loch of Inchmahome 
or similar, except on three occasions, when it is Loch Inchmahome,2 
and from 1685 to 1783 it was called Loch of Menteith (see early forms 
below). Furthermore, during the 19th century the ‘country people of the 
surrounding district were in the habit of speaking of it as the Loch o’ Port, 
and by that name it is still known to the older among them’ (Hutchison 
1899, 68). The surrounding lochs are always called Loch Lomond, Loch 
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Venachar, Loch Ard and so on; they are never, for example, Loch of Lomond 
or Loch of Venachar. This inherent instability must be part of the reason 
for the change from lake to loch. However, more relevant is the role of the 
anglicisation of the Scots language and the rise of literary tourism in the 
early and mid-19th century.

 It has been written that the ‘use of lake rather than loch in a 
Scottish setting was common place in Scott’s day ... even while retaining 
Loch in proper names’ (Ransom 2004, 135). The reason lake replaced loch 
might have its roots in the perception that English was the language of 
literature in the decades after the union of 1707. At the height of the 
Scottish Enlightenment, David Hume and James Beattie both wrote lists of 
scotticisms – Scots words to be avoided when writing. It was felt that Scots 
must show they could write English as well as Englishmen (Murdoch and 
Sher 1988, 129; Daiches 1964, 20–22). Part of the reason is that English 
came to be seen as the language of ‘improvement’ (Crawford 2009, 39), 
and there was a great deal of improvement in agriculture and landscape 
management happening in 18th- and 19th-century Menteith with wholesale 
clearance of Flanders and Kincardine Mosses by landlords such as Lord 
Kames of Blairdrummond (Whittington 1963; Harrison 2003; Harrison 
and Tipping 2007; Harrison 2008). However, it was also be the case that 
English was the written language, at least, of the university-educated class of 
ministers, civil servants, surveyors and others who administered the British 
Empire (Murdoch and Sher 1988, 129). In order that men (and they were 
mostly men) of different dialects of English from Scotland, Ireland, Wales 
and the various districts of England, might simply understand each other 
they spoke and wrote in what was deemed ‘proper’ English. In Scotland the 
replacement of lake for loch might be seen as a natural progression of this 
phenomenon.

 The first time the Lake of Menteith appears in print is in a book 
entitled Modern Geography: A Description of the Empires, Kingdoms, States, 
and Colonies; with the Oceans, Seas, and Isles; in All Parts of the World, 
written by the Scottish polymath John Pinkerton in 1803. In it, he states 
‘The chief source of the Forth is from Ben Lomond, or rather from the 
two lakes, Con and Ard: the stream of Goudie soon joins it from the lake 
of Menteith’ (Pinkerton 1803, 80); he later adds ‘... the lake of Menteith, 
a beautiful small lake, about five miles in circumference, with two woody 
isles, one presenting the ruins of a monastery, the other those of a castle of 
the old Earls of Menteith’ (Pinkerton 1803, 82). The next mention of the 
Lake of Menteith being a lake is in a guide to cater for the booming tourist 
trade to the Trossachs and southern Perthshire by Patrick Graham, minister 
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3 Although in the OSNB for KRD, signed off by Captian Pratt in March 1863, the surveyor 
could still write of the Goodie Water as a ‘large burn issuing from the Loch of Monteith’ 
(OS1/25/39/45).

of Aberfoyle, published ‘at the urging of some travelling gentlemen’ in 1806 
(Watson 2006, 153). This book, Sketches Descriptive of Picturesque Scenery, 
on the Southern Confines of Perthshire, contains a chapter entitled ‘Lake of 
Menteith’ (Graham 1806, 68–71). Sketches of Perthshire appeared in three 
editions between 1806 and 1812. In it Graham describes Loch Lomond, 
Loch Venachar, Loch Katrine and the other lochs of the Trossachs as lakes, 
e.g. the lake of Loch-Lomond, lake of Loch-Venachar. He wrote of the view 
from Aberfoyle: ‘Looking eastward, you have the windings of the Forth, 
deep skirted with woods, in bird’s-eye prospect; the lake of Menteith … 
the great moss, with Stirling Castle, and the Ochills, in the back ground’ 
(Graham 1806, 48). While Patrick Graham called Loch Lomond the lake of 
Loch-Lomond, the lake of Loch of Menteith would clearly be an absurdity. 
But the reason why the name-form the Lake of Menteith persisted must 
be due to Sir Walter Scott and his novel Rob Roy who copied Graham very 
closely: ‘while far to the eastward the eye caught a glance of the lake of 
Menteith, and Stirling Castle, dimly seen along with the blue and distant 
line of the Ochill Mountains’ (Scott 1818, 136). Scott’s book was very 
popular in the 19th century, as was Lady of the Lake, an epic poem based 
around Loch Katrine, and both were carried by tourists visiting the 
Trossachs, especially once the railway reached Aberfoyle in the 1850s (Rob 
Roy, vii; Watson 2006, 150–63). The Lake of Menteith became established 
as the ‘official’ name in 1866 when the 1st edition map of the Ordnance 
Survey was published.3 

LAKE OF MENTEITH PMH W NN578005 1
lacu de Inchmahomok 1485 RMS ii no. 1861
the loch and ilis of Inchmahomo 1606 NAS, PA2/16, f.86v–89r
Loch Inchmahume 1630–50 Sibbald TNS 131v
L. Inch-ma-humo c.1636–52 NLS Adv.MS.70.2.10 (Gordon 51)
Loch Inche mahumo 1654 Blaeu Lennox
Loch of Monteith c.1685 NLS Adv.MS.70.2.11 (Adair 3)
Loch of Monteith 1724 Geog. Coll. i, 340
Loch of Monteith c.1750 Roy
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Loch of Menteith 1783 Stobie
Loch of Monteith 1791–99 OSA vii, 140
lake of Menteith 1804 Pinkerton (1804, 132)
lake of Menteith 1806 Graham (1806, 68–71)
lake of Menteith 1817 Scott (Rob Roy, 370)
Lough of Monteith 1817–19 Sir Walter Scott [‘… in the island of Portmahom 

in the Lough of Monteith there are the most splendid Spanish chestnuts 
…’ in (Grierson 1933, 302)]

lake of Menteith 1818 Scott (1818, 136) [‘… far to the eastward the eye 
caught a glance of the lake of Menteith’]

Lake of Inchmahome 1840s NSA x, 1099
Loch of Monteith 1863 (OS1/25/39/45)
Lake of Monteith 1866 1st edn OS 6 inch map PER and CLA CXXX
Loch o’ Port 1899 Hutchison (1899, 68)
Lake of Menteith 1901 2nd edn OS 6 inch map PER and CLA CXXX.NE
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Aberlady and Abersuainie
Jacob King, Ainmean-Àite na h-Alba

1. Aberlady
Aberlady Parish ELO NT466801
abberlefsic c.1164 BL Cott. MSS Titus A. xix. f.76–80 [?abberlefdic]
uicario de aberleuedi 1214 × 1229 St A. Reg., 297
decimum denarium burgi de Abirleuedy 1328 ER i 5
Aberleuedy 1335 × 1336 Cal. Doc. vol. iii Edw iii [twice]
Aberleuedy 1343 ER i, 32
Aberleuedy 1375 ER ii, 79
portum de Abreledy 1376 ER ii, 82
portum de Aberlefdy 1379 ER ii, 86
(port of ) Abirledy 1381 ER iii, 93
(port of ) Abyrlevedy 1387 ER iii, 99
(port of ) Abirledy 1388 ER iii, 102
(port of ) Habyrledy 1389 ER iii, 103
(port of ) Aberledy 1391 ER iii, 106
(ships at) Abirledy 1398 ER iii, 119
(boat at) Aberledy 1400 ER iii, 123
(port of ) Abbirledy 1405 ER iii, 130
portum de Abirledy 1438 ER v, 178
(port of ) Abirledy 1441 ER v, 182
(port of ) Aberlevedy 1443 ER v, 185
terras de Aberlady 1454 RMS ii no. 680
Abirlady 1458 RMS ii no. 610
prebenda de Abirlady 1469 RMS ii no. 1056
portum de Abirlady in sinu aque de Pepher 1542 RMS iii no. 2847 [‘the 

port/harbour of Aberlady in the bay of the water of Peffer’]
lie Manis de Abirlady 1574 RMS iv 2318 [‘mains of ’]
lie Manis de Abirladie 1589 RMS v no. 1686
cum cuniculariis lie linkis de Abirladi 1589 RMS v no. 1686 [‘with the links 

of ’]
villa de Abirlady 1609 RMS vii no. 3
cemiterium de Abirlady 1620 RMS vii no. 2112
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1 See, for example, Beveridge 1923, 15, Watson 1926, 460–01, Jackson 1958, 291–
93, and MacQuarrie 1997, 120, 124. 
2 Glas. Reg. i, lx

The oft quoted form Aberlessic, from the Herbertian fragment of the 
Life of St Kentigern, exists in one manuscript only in the British Library 
numbered Cott. MSS Titus A. xix. f. 76–80. There has been much debate1 
about the location and identity of Aberlessic and its relationship with 
modern name Aberlady. As James writes, it ‘… remains unidentified in 
spite of lively controversy’ (2014, 6). It hardly seems necessary to rehearse 
these arguments in the light of the actual form of the manuscript, which, as 
quoted above, is actually abberlefsic not Aberlessic. 

The letter-form conventions are somewhat confusing with the letters f, s 
and t, so that, for example the ligatures -st- and -ft- are similar. The heights 
however of the two letters in the cluster -fs- in question are different, which 
definitely denotes -fs- rather than -ss-, by comparison with other words in 
the MS which have a genuine double -ss- ligature, such as passuu<m>, in 
which the long ss are the same height. 

The origin of the misreading derives from the first edition of the Life of 
St Kentigern. It was edited by  Cosmo Innes in the Registrum Episcopatus 
Glasguensis (1843) (hereafter Glas. Reg.), lxxviii–lxxxvi, and this form has 
been taken at face value by later scholars. However, Innes himself as good 
as admits that he himself emended sections of the manuscript:

The original is a very careless and ignorant transcript, in a hand of the 
beginning of the fifteenth century, with red initial letters. The unintel-
ligible shape in which the scribe has left his work, must excuse the at-
tempt I have made to restore it nearer to the character which the original 
must have borne, and which I did not venture without the most careful 
collation of the MS.2

Fig. 1 © The British Library Board, BL Cott. MSS Titus A. xix. f.79. Both 
passuu<m> and abberlefsic are in the second line.
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3 Croy is a variant of cruive, a sort of fish trap. Cf. DOST <http://www.dsl.ac.uk/
entry/dost/cro_n_1>.

Were emendation necessary, Innes would have been better off emending 
the form from Abberlefsic to *Abberlefdic or *Abberleftic. A form such as 
this was probably intended and is clearly meant to denote Aberlady. This is 
much closer to the next earliest form, aberleuedi.

This correct reading makes sense of the comment in the text: in ostium 
scilicet fluminis quod abberlefsic vocatur, id est ostium fetori ‘the mouth of 
a river which is called Abberlefsic, that is the mouth of stench’. Ostium 
fetoris, meaning ‘the mouth of stench’ is perhaps a Latin gloss for Brittonic 
*aber loβedīg, where *aber ‘confluence’ is a gloss for ostium and loβ- ‘weak 
or diseased’ for fetoris ‘stench’ (James 2014, 244). Whether this is the true 
derivation or an early folk etymology is not known, since, as James points 
out, a form of *leiβedīg or *leiμedīg from an element possibly meaning 
‘smooth or level’ may be preferable (ibid. 229). This specific fell together 
with late Northumbrian Old English/proto-Scots levedi < hlafdīġe ‘loaf-
distributor’, whence modern English ‘lady’ (ibid. 229–30). 

Previous scholars have struggled to reconcile the seeming difference 
between Aberlady and *Aberlessic, either positing that they represent two 
separate sites or tackling the issue of the phonology in a seeming change 
from *lessic > *levedig. This re-reading of the form Abberlefsic has largely 
reconciled the phonological differences and makes it clear that Abberlefsic 
(or indeed an emended form Abberlefdic) was indeed what we now call 
Aberlady.

2. Abersuainie 
Blair Atholl Parish PER NN842657
the Ford of Abersuane 1710 Commissariot of Dunkeld
Aper Suanie or Innervack Miln 1718 Records of Blair Atholl and Struan 

Kirk Session [NRS CH2/430/1/7] 
Abarsuainie 1760 Chronicles of the Atholl and Tullibardine Familes vol. iii, 

p. 480 [Croy3 built in the Garry at Abarsuainie]
Aberwainie 1834–45 NSA (Blair-Atholl) vol. 10, p. 564

Abersuainie is no longer extant but seems to be Milton of Invervack 
near Woodend on the River Garry. The name is often mentioned alongside 
a story explaining the name, giving it a (folk) etymology of *Àth Bàrd 
Suainidh, as if from Gaelic àth ‘ford’ + bàrd (gen. sing. bàird) ‘bard’ + 
Suaine(art) ‘Sunart’ ‘the ford of the Sunart bard’.  The story has become 
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4 OSA vol 2 p. 476 (Blair Atholl) 1791–99.
5 Thomas Brown, Union Gazetteer for Great Britain and Ireland, 1807, 59.
6 Chronicles of the Atholl and Tullibardine families Vol. i, App. p. vi. A footnote states 
this incident was ‘taken from a MS. By John Crerar, head-forester to John 4th Duke.’ 
Crerar worked for the duke between c.1776–1830.
7 Chronicles of the Atholl and Tullibardine families Vol. iii, 480.

confounded with two separate locations. The first set of stories relate to 
NN881685 which is Cumhann-leum Bridge on the Tilt, a few miles from 
the actual location on the Garry.  The stories are:

 ... a number of cairns ... being the cairns of the Suaineart men, who 
came to plunder Atholl, about 200 years ago, and were killed above 
Bohespic, to a man, after having had their bard shot across the river, 
a mile above Blair, from whom the ford is called Ath-baird-suainidh, 
to this day.4

ATH BAIRD SUAWRAIDH a ford over the Tilt near Blair Athol in 
Perthshire near which are a number of tumuli covering the graves of 
a body of men from Sunart who came into Athole on a plundering 
party in the latter end of the 16th century and were all killed.5

These following stories contain this folk etymology but relate the name to 
the location by Invervack. 

‘Ath Bhaird Suainidh’ (The Ford of the Sunart Bard).  During the 
sixteenth century a body of men, mostly from Sunart in Argyllshire, 
made a raid into Atholl, but were defeated above Bohespic after hav-
ing had their Bard shot dead with an arrow across the Garry at the 
ford near Wood End. From this circumstance the ford was called by 
the above name.6

Note the similarity with the OSA version. Here the men were killed 
seemingly on the Tilt ‘above Bohespic’ but the bard was shot in a separate 
event on the Garry.

During the sixteenth century a body of men, mostly from Sunart in 
Argyllshire, made a raid into Atholl, but were defeated above Bohes-
pic after having had their Bard shot dead with an arrow across the 
Garry at the ford near Wood End. From the circumstance the ford 
was called by the above name.7
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8 Robertson 1869, vii–viii. A somewhat shorter version of this also appears (ibid., 
384).

The name of the ford [a ferry and ford on the north side of the river 
Garry] must not be omitted; it arose from a large body of men chief 
from Sunart, in Argyleshire (at some very remote period), having 
invaded the country of the Atholl Highlanders, who met them close 
to Invervack, and every one of them were slain. Their bard took to 
flight, going towards the Garry river, in the hope of saving his life; 
he was pursued and shot dead with an arrow when ascending the 
opposite bank. From a hasty and careless pronunciation of the two 
first words of the name of this ford, some strangers, and those not 
acquainted with the history and traditions of Atholl, fancy it is an 
‘Aber,’ but there is no confluence. The correct name of the place is 
‘Ath-bhaird-an-Siona,’ meaning, ‘ the ford of the Sunart bard’.8 

The river Garry winds its course in a very picturesque way through 
the great vale of Atholl, till it gets close to the base of Benvrackie; 
the ferry and the ford which is in the foreground, is named  ‘Ath-a-
bhaird-an-Suinard,’ which means, ‘the ford of the Sunnart bard’ and 
it shows the historical value of local names, as this one makes us 
acquainted with the site of a battle, in which the Atholl Highland-
ers were engaged at a very ancient period, with a large body of men 
who belonged to the district of Sunnart, in Argyleshire, and invaded 
the country of Atholl to plunder it; this conflict took place on the 
level ground which is represented on the right of the illustration, 
and close to Invervack. ... the result of this battle was, that every one 
of the Sunnart intruders were slain except the bard, who, when he 
saw what had happened, took to flight in hope of saving his life. He 
ran straight towards the river Garry but was pursued, and though 
he managed to ford it, and at a place which had not previously been 
used for that purpose, he was shot dead with an arrow while ascend-
ing the bank, and the name of ‘the ford of the Sunnart bard’ continued 
for it to the present day. (Robertson 1866, 476–77)

In recent times the identification between Abersuanie and *Àth Bàrd 
Suainidh was again adopted uncritically:

Boat of Abersuany was a half merk pendicle of land beside the 
river and outside the Barony of Struan, forming part of the Easter 
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9 Kerr 1991, 398–99.
10 ‘D.C.’ 1883.
11 For details, see Taylor 2011.

Invervack land of the Atholl Estate. It means Ford of the Sunart Bard 
from Gaelic Ath Bhaird Suainidh and it was during the 16th century 
that the bard of a party of Sunart men was shot dead while retreating 
across the river, following a raid in Atholl.9

The following mention is made of Abersuainie on the Garry, but with a 
different story behind it:

Certain mounds over in Athole on the right bank of the Garry below 
Stewartston [Balnansteuartach], are traditionally regarded as Danish 
graves, where a chief or noble of this race is said to have been interred 
– hence known as the burial place of ‘Athel’. The surrounding plain 
along both sides of the Garry is the Blair (Gaelic Blar) of Athole, or 
as it may be fairly rendered, the Battlefield of Athel ... But the par-
ticular name of the spot where these reputed Danish graves occur is 
Abersweyne (Gaelic Abersuane), evidently from Sweyn, the Danish 
King, who with his marauding hosts overran (A.D. 1003–1016) a 
great part of England, Scotland and Ireland. This Abersweyne is a 
promontory on the south side of the Garry, formed by a bend in the 
river, as indicated also by the prefix Aber. In ancient times it formed 
the key to the most available route to the southern and western dis-
tricts.10

The fuller reference in the NSA mentioned above does not give any 
hint as to its location, but implies the name was well known in 1838: ‘At 
Aberwainie and upon the glebe about 500 feet above the level of the sea 
there was an extensive clump of the largest oaks and where many standard 
trees of great dimensions may still be seen.’ 

It should be remarked that both the works by J. A. Robertson are extremely 
unreliable,11 attempting to prove that the Gaels are the aboriginal race of 
Scotland. As such he would have been keen to show an aber-name as being 
Gaelic in origin. That said the story seems to contain some elements lacking 
from previous versions and may have been gathered locally. Although there 
are conflicting accounts here that clearly cannot be rationalised, it is likely 
that the original location for the story was at Cumhann-leum Bridge and 
that Robertson transposed the story to the site of Abersuainie on the Garry 
in order to concoct evidence that Abersuainie was a Gaelic name in origin. 
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12 Beveridge 1923, 20, accepts the derivation of ‘Ath Bhaird Suainidh’ at face value, 
and dismisses it as a bona fide aber-name.

It is true that Robertson was not the first person to set the events on the 
Garry, and it is possible the similarity between the name Abersuainie and 
the folklore name of *Àth Bàrd Suainidh resulted in the two places being 
conflated. It is also possible the tradition of two separate events – that of 
the raid into Atholl and that the killing of the bard – took place (or was 
originally perceived to have taken place) separately in the two locations. 

The name Cumhann-leum Bridge is perhaps noteworthy. F. C. Diack 
recorded a pronunciation of this name as Droxatsh Xo:ilem, i.e. Drochaid 
(a’) Choileum ‘leap bridge’ (Diack MS2276). Whilst there is no leap in the 
story, it is similar to a common motif of a soldier being chased and jumping 
a river or chasm after which his pursuers cannot follow (Nicolaisen 2011 
[1968], 47–51).

So, folklore aside, is Abersuainie a bona fide aber-name? Once the 
fanciful derivation is disregarded, the forms might suggest so, although 
the forms are by no means old. The early forms are remarkably consistent, 
except for the form Aberwainie, which suggests a lenited form of Suaine. 
In Gaelic, obar-names as a rule lenite the following hydronymic element 
(e.g. Aberdeen ~ Obar Dheathain, Aberfoyle ~ Obar Phuill) so this form is 
suggestive. Moreover the 1718 form Aper Suanie containing two separate 
words suggests the name and stress pattern as one would expect for a 
gaelicised aber-name, with stress on the second element, and not that, for 
instance, the stress was on the second syllable.12

Taking Abersuainie at face value then, one would expect a place with an 
aber-name to sit at a confluence of a water-course, and that the water-course 
would be called the *Suaine. The site is by a burn now called Allt Bhaic, 
after which Invervack or Inbhir Bhaic is named, suggesting that the Gaelic 
name replaced the earlier Pictish one. This process is unknown elsewhere in 
Scotland, but such a model is not impossible.

As to the identification of Pictish hydronymic element *Suaine, 
there does not unfortunately seem to be any element within the Pictish 
onomasticon (which is where we should presumably be looking) that fits. 
Given the paucity of our knowledge of the Pictish language, however, this 
fact does not necessarily undermine the whole argument. It is just possible 
that this element exists in nearby Baluain (NN836660). On the face of it 
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13 Stobie’s map of 1783 gives Lambton for Baluaine, which suggests the name was 
understood as baile ‘farm’ + uan ‘lamb’
14 Genitive in ‘cait Bhail-uain’ (Watson 1915, 75) and ‘bɑ̀l úˑɑnʹ Baile Uaine’ (Ó 
Murchú 1989, 287). The final schwa in a word such as uaine would usually be 
dropped in Perthshire Gaelic.

the specific element would be either uaine ‘green’ or possibly uan ‘lamb’.13 
The Gaelic form seems to be simply Baile Uain, without an article;14 could 
this in fact represent *Baile Shuaine ‘the town of *suaine’, with this element 
being the same element as seen in Abersuainie? 
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This is the fifth such bibliography in The Journal of Scottish Name Studies (JSNS), 
the first appearing in JSNS 4 (2010) covering the years 2006–2009, the second 
in JSNS 5 (2011) covering the year 2010, and so on. It aims to present, in a 
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available on-line) which appeared in 2013.It draws heavily on the bibliographies 
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often illustrated, articles on a wide range of Scottish toponymic themes. 

For more extensive bibliographies of name studies in Britain and Ireland 
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Studies in Britain and Ireland, compiled by Carole Hough. Two have become 
recently available (as of December 2013): the first is her ‘Bibliography for 2010’ 
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for 2011’ (Nomina 35 (2012), 161–72), also published 2013. The material 
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reviews which have appeared in the given year.

An extensive, though by no means exhaustive, bibliography of Scottish 
toponymics, set out thematically and regionally, can be found on-line at 
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published in 2014 for inclusion in JSNS 9.

In order to make it easier for the reader to find their way around, I have put 
in bold not only authors’ surnames but also some of the key places, persons or 
elements discussed in the individual entries.
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Dr Alan G. James read English philology and medieval literature at Oxford, 
then spent 30 years in school teaching, training teachers and research in 
modern linguistics. He maintained his interest in place-name studies through 
membership of the English Place-Name Society, the Society for Name Studies 
in Britain and Ireland and the Scottish Place-Name Society. After retiring, 
he spent a year as a Visiting Scholar in Cambridge University’s Department 
of Anglo-Saxon, Norse and Celtic, studying Celtic philology. Since then, 
he has been working on the linguistic history of Northumbria and the Old 
North. ‘The Brittonic Language in the Old North: a guide to the place-name 
elements’ is on the SPNS web-site, <www.spns.org.uk>.

In 2008 Dr Jacob King completed a PhD entitled Analytical Tools for 
Toponymy: Their Application to Scottish Hydronymy. This used computational 
methods to discover underlying patterns in toponymy, focussing on Scottish 
river names. Since that year he has worked for Ainmean Àite na h-Alba; this 
is a national advisory partnership to research and establish the correct and 
appropriate Gaelic forms of place-names for maps, signage and general use. 
His current role is to undertake the academic research to fulfil these aims; 
he is also partially responsible for developing and maintaining the online 
database. He is a committee member of the Scottish Place-name Society and 
on the panel of reviewers for The Journal of Scottish Name Studies, as well as the 
author of a number of articles. As part of his work, he recently collaborated 
on two books for the ‘Gaelic in the Landscape’ series published by Scottish 
Natural Heritage: ‘Place-names in Islay and Jura’ and ‘the Place-names of 
the Rough Bounds of Lochaber’, which were compiled using information 
gathered from local informants. Other interests include the place-names of 
Highland Perthshire, as well as the place-name field-work of Gaelic scholars 
in the late 19th and early 20th centuries. 

Until recently, Dr Peter McNiven was a research associate at the University 
of Glasgow, working on the AHRC-funded Scottish Toponomy in Transition 
project. The chief outputs for this project are the place-name volumes for the 
pre-1975 counties of Kinross-shire, Clackmannanshire and Menteith, the last 
of which is based on my 2011 PhD. He is currently working freelance and 
has recently done work for the Perth and Kinross Heritage Trust on Glenshee 
place-names and the legends of Finn mac Cumhaill.

Dr Simon Taylor has been working in various aspects of Scottish place-name 



The Journal of Scottish Name Studies172

The Journal of Scottish Name Studies 8, 2014, 171–72

studies since the early 1990s, including the production of detailed surveys of 
Fife (5 volumes, 2006–2012), Clackmannanshire and Kinross-shire (1 volume 
each, forthcoming). He is employed half-time as a lecturer at the University of 
Glasgow. Editor of JSNS since its inception in 2007, he is now co-editor with 
Richard Cox.

Is ann à Muile a tha Alasdair C. MacIlleBhàin is e stèidhichte ann an roinn 
na Ceiltis is na Gàidhlig aig Oilthigh Ghlaschu far a bheil e na oileanach PhD. 
Ga stiùireadh tha an Dotair Simon Taylor agus an t-Ollamh Thomas Owen 
Clancy. Choisinn e MRes aig Oilthigh Ghlaschu, a thràchdas stèidhichte air 
buaidh na Lochlannaise air ainmeannan-àite ann am Forsa, Muile. Is e cuspair 
a’ PhD aige ainmeannan-àite ann an sgìreachd Thorosaigh (Cill Eathain) ann 
am Muile. A thuillidh air rannsachadh ainmeannan, bidh e a’ cur ùidh ann 
an cànanachas, litreachas agus òrain. 

Alasdair C. Whyte from the Inner Hebridean island of Mull is a PhD student 
in Celtic and Gaelic at the University of Glasgow. He is supervised by Dr 
Simon Taylor and Professor Thomas Owen Clancy. He was awarded an MRes 
at the same university, his dissertation focussing on the toponymic evidence 
for Norse settlement in Forsa, Mull. The subject of his PhD is the toponymy 
of the parish of Torosay (Killean), Mull. In addition to name studies, his 
research interests include linguistics, literature and song.
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County abbreviations for Scotland, England and Wales (pre-1975)

ABD Aberdeenshire KNT Kent
AGL Anglesey LAN Lanarkshire
ANG Angus LEI Leicestershire
ARG Argyllshire LIN Lincolnshire
AYR Ayrshire LNC Lancashire
BDF Bedfordshire MDX Middlesex
BNF Banffshire MER Merionethshire
BRE Brecknockshire MLO Midlothian
BRK Berkshire MON Monmouthshire
BTE Bute MOR Morayshire
BUC Buckinghamshire MTG Montgomeryshire
BWK Berwickshire NAI Nairnshire
CAI Caithness NFK Norfolk
CAM Cambridgeshire NTB Northumberland
CHE Cheshire NTP Northamptonshire
CLA Clackmannanshire NTT Nottinghamshire
CMB Cumberland ORK Orkney
CNW Cornwall OXF Oxfordshire
CRD Cardiganshire PEB Peeblesshire
CRM Carmarthenshire PEM Pembrokeshire
CRN Caernarvonshire PER Perthshire
DEN Denbighshire RAD Radnorshire
DEV Devon RNF Renfrewshire
DMF Dumfriesshire ROS Ross and Cromarty
DNB Dunbartonshire ROX Roxburghshire
DOR Dosetshire RUT Rutland
DRB Derbyshire SFK Suffolk
DRH Durham SHE Shetland
ELO East Lothian SHR Shropshire
ESX Essex SLK Selkirkshire
FIF Fife SOM Somerset
FLI Flintshire SSX Sussex
GLA Glamorgan STF Staffordshire
GLO Gloucestershire STL Stirlingshire
GTL Greater London SUR Surrey
HMP Hampshire SUT Sutherland
HNT Huntingdonshire WAR Warwickshire
HRE Herefordshire WIG Wigtownshire
HRT Hertfordshire WLO West Lothian
INV Inverness-shire WLT Wiltshire
IOM Isle of Man WML Westmoreland
IOW Isle of Wight WOR Worcestershire
KCB Kirkcudbrightshire YOE Yorkshire (East Riding)
KCD Kincardineshire YON Yorkshire (North Riding)
KNR Kinross-shire YOW Yorkshire (West Riding)


