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Adomnan’s IVita Columbae and
the early churches of Tiree

Aidan Mac Donald

The most striking thing about Adomnin’s references to Tiree in his Vita
Columbae [VC] is, it seems to me, the allusion in VC I11.8 to fratnum monasteria,
‘(the) monasteries of brothers’, and cetera eiusdent insulae monasteria, ‘the other
monasteries of the same island’, in addition to the Columban foundation of
Campus Lunge. In VVC 1.36, indeed, he names one of them: Artchdin, ‘Fair
Height’, founded by the priest Findchin.Tiree, then, by no means a large island,
supported in Adomnin’s day more than two monasteries: a notable enough
phenomenon. So it seemed worthwhile, after first reviewing what Adomnan
himself has to say about the early churches of Tiree, to try to find out what
other evidence (documentary chiefly, but also archaeological and toponymic)
might exist to shed further possible light on his passing — and tanulizing —-
notice in /C IIL.8. I have not thought it necessary, for this exercise, to under-
take personally fieldwork on the island, deeming existing surveys, especially the
work of the Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments of
Scotland (see below), to be quite sufficient for the purpose.

The island of Tiree

The island was, at a much later date at least, well-known for its ferality, upon
which many old accounts comment. ‘The island of Tiree, where there is ...
great plenty of barley’, says the fourteenth-century chronicler John of Fordun.!

... Thiridh ane main laich ferale fruicfull cuncrie ... Na cuntrie may be
mair fertile of corn, and very gude for wild fowls and for fische ...*

Tierhie ... 1s commodious and fertile of corns and store of gudes ... It
was callit in all tymes McConnells girnell [i.e.. MacDonald’s granary or
storehouse]; for it is all teillit land, and na girs [grass] but ley land. quiulk

X [Iusula Tyree, qua ... est ... ordei magna copia. Fordun Chromica (ed. Skene. 1. p. 43. 11, p 40): &f.
Bower, Scotichronicon 11.10, lines 55-6 (ed. MacQueen and MacQueen. pp 138-9. 343—4. 348,
nn). 2 So Decan Monro in 1549: Munra, Hestern Isles, p. 65.
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