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To Mr Kevin Flaherty, Editor.

May I begin with a riddle? You are in Scotland, 120 miles from the English frontier and yet south of Carlisle. Where are you? (Answer at the end)
Drive until the M6 runs out, and after Carlisle - instead of shooting up the M74 towards Glasgow, turn left through Dumfries. Eventually you reach Kirkcudbright and Wigtown, which must rank as two of the quietist counties in Britain. Last week I was feeling sorely in need of some peace and solitude after conducting my mother’s funeral.
Apart from the A75 to Stranraer, the country roads are pretty empty. From a B&B in Port William, I could gaze out over twenty miles of sea to the Isle of Man and the Mull of Galloway, while enjoying my full cooked Scottish breakfast (with haggis). On the main coast road, vehicles passed once every few minutes. Milk tankers and tractors of all shapes and sizes occasionally disturbed the peace. Otherwise, it was quiet. Just the sound of the sea and the smell of the kelp.

My principal target was the village of Whithorn and the shrine of the fifth century St Ninian. In his History of the English Church and People (III.4) St Bede informs us: 


“The southern Picts received the true faith by the teaching of Bishop Ninias, a most reverend and holy man of the British nation, who had been regularly instructed at Rome in the faith and mysteries of the truth; whose Episcopal see, named after St Martin the Bishop, and famous for a church dedicated to him (wherein Ninias himself and many other saints rest in the body) is now in the possession of the English nation. The place belongs to the province of the Bernicians and is commonly called the White House [Candida Casa], because there he built a church of stone, which was not usual among the Britons.”


Ninian (Ninias, Nynia) founded this church perhaps about 430. This makes him the first Apostle of Scotland, active more than a century before Columba reached Iona (565), or Kentigern (d. 612) evangelized Strathclyde. “Candida” means shining or bright white. Evidently the church was limewashed or covered with a bright plaster. 

Ninian’s school of monasticism flourished in the fifth century, but the southern Picts appear later to have reverted to paganism. St Patrick refers to them as “apostates”, and Saints Columba and Kentigern both speak of their having abandoned Christianity.

When the Anglo-Saxons of Northumbria extended their rule to Galloway, they named the town Hwit Aerne -  “white house” - whence the modern form Whithorn. 

Ninian’s Candida Casa has disappeared completely.  Archaeologists recently unearthed the foundations of the Northumbrian church which replaced it. About 730 AD they consecrated Pechthelm as its first bishop.  After this came the Hiberno-Scandinavian period, when Irish Vikings settled Galloway. When the sea was the principal highway, and ships the major mode of transport, Galloway was at an international crossroads, even if by modern roads it seems remote.

Norse rule ended about 1100. Gilla-Aldan, a native of Galloway, was consecrated bishop of Galloway at York in 1128. The religious orders arrived, and the Premonstratensians or White Canons took over Whithorn abbey and cathedral.

With only 867 souls today and still decreasing, Whithorn retains its late medieval plan. It has a broad market street, George St, closed at either end by constricted gateways – useful for defence and for preventing the escape of livestock from the market. 

The modern Presbyterian Kirk and the ruined nave of the Premonstratensian abbey stand on a slight eminence to the west, reached up a lane through a vaulted archway, the Pend. Visible too is the subterranean crypt under what was the east end of the cathedral. Here several abbots and bishops were buried, while directly above stood the medieval shrine of St Ninian.

A museum nearby exhibits the oldest Christian standing stones in Scotland – the earliest surviving Christian monuments of the Celtic lands. The Latinus gravestone dates from about 450 AD and begins with the words “Te Dominum laudamus” - We praise you, O Lord.

St Aelred of Rievaulx composed a Life of Ninian in the twelfth century. The stories underline Ninian’s charism as a healer, especially in cases of blindness, deformity and skin disease. Aelred was probably a regular visitor to the nearby Cistercian abbey of Dundrennan, founded from Rievaulx.


He stresses Ninian’s credentials as a church reformer and attributes many miracles to him. King Tudwal, a native King, attacked and oppressed the Christian missionaries. He was miraculously blinded by Ninian’s prayers, but once he had repented, the saint graciously restored his sight. On another occasion a delinquent schoolboy took the saint’s staff and fled by boat to Scotia with it.


Ninian seems a fitting patron for those who advocate healthy eating. He sat down to dine with his brethren one day and found there were no leeks or green vegetables. He sent the brother gardener out into the garden to fetch some, despite being told that the seed had only been sown that morning. The gardener found all kinds of plants sprouting miraculously from the seed in the ground, “springing up and growing in full verdure.”

Another time a priest who performed the office of baptist was unjustly accused of fathering a child. Ninian caused the infant to speak and to point out his true father, thus exculpating the priest and proving the calumny.


. Once he went to stay with a neighbour, and during their visit to an outlying farm in order to bless the cattle, rustlers came by night to steal them. Miraculously the would-be thieves were paralysed and their leader was killed by a bull. Ninian, portrayed as a merciful and kindly man, released the rustlers from their paralysis and actually restored their leader to life, doubtless repentant of his evil designs.

A succession of royal pilgims were drawn to Whithorn throughout the Middle Ages. The future Edward II of England, leading one of his father’s armies of occupation, came especially to see a miraculous icon of St Ninian. The Scots attempted to disappoint him by removing the image to Sweetheart Abbey. Legend has it that the icon miraculously transported itself back to Whithorn. Even an English king had the right to honour the saint if he so wished. The grace of God is not constrained by nationality!


In 1329 Robert the Bruce, only three months from dying, made a last painful pilgrimage to Whithorn. Afflicted with leprosy, his conscience was tortured by his sacrilegious murder of John the Red Comyn in 1306 at the Greyfriars monastery, Dumfries. This act had won him the crown of Scotland. He came seeking a cure and forgiveness for his crimes. What happened is a secret between the Bruce, the Saint and their Maker.


King James IV of Scotland was another regular visitor, if one well aware of the propaganda value of his public piety. Genuinely, perhaps, he too was seeking forgiveness for the rebellion which ended in his father’s murder in 1488. Meticulous records remain of his pilgrimages. Sometimes he walked – his shoe repair bills are extant - but his treks were lightened by a troupe of minstrels  - and moreso by the mistresses he visited en route. At the shrine he was generous with his offerings to the Saint. He distributed “drink silver” to the masons working on the church, and doled out substantial “tips” to locals who entertained him. 


He endowed Whithorn the status of a Royal Burgh and the right to hold a Saturday market, plus an annual fair for a week from St Peter and Paul’s feastday, along with the right to elect their own Provost and Bailies. The Burgh Council ceased to exist only in 1975 with local government reorganization. 

Predictably John Knox’s Calvinist suspicions of such rollicking Catholic piety (or impiety) brought the shrine’s closure in 1560. The monks were granted pensions and allowed to live on in the buildings, but the prior, Malcolm Fleming, was prosecuted for celebrating the Latin Mass after Parliament had forbidden it. Thereafter Whithorn declined from a national shrine into a backward market town.


From the headland near the Isle of Whithorn it is said that five kingdoms are visible: the Kingdom of Scotland, the Kingdom of Man , the Kingdom of Ireland (the mountains of Mourne appear behind the Rhinns of Galloway), the Kingdom of England (St Bees’ Head and the Lake District summits) and the Kingdom of Heaven. Even with a strong wind blowing, to sit in a sheltered spot and gaze out over the panorama of sea and mountains and sky is perhaps as close to heaven as we can manage upon this earth. 

The tradition of pilgrimage to Whithorn was revived in 1924. Each year there is a Mass at St Ninian’s Cave, a few miles away on the seashore. Once again the town has a Catholic church, opened in 1960. Fr Agnellus Andrew preached at its inauguration. 

Finally, the answer to the riddle: you are on the Mull of Galloway, the southernmost point of Scotland.

