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The ever-changing world of Early Medieval Britain and Ireland comprised 

several ethnic groups in intense and lasting interaction - in battle, politics, 

socially and especially in ecclesiastical matters. Much attention has been 

focused on the profound role of Irish ecclesiasts in the emergence of the 

English church, particular in Northumbria, and among the Picts. 

Columba’s founding of Iona in 565 is well-known, as is Aidan’s mission to 

Lindisfarne in 635. Apart from the tomes dedicated to St Patrick, far less 

discussion has been dedicated to movement in the opposite direction, by 

Britons and Picts to Ireland and this study seeks to redress the balance.  

The focus is upon men and women, who are perceived in later 

Irish/Gaelic texts as Britons or Picts, and how to approach such ‘migration 

narratives’. Over the past decades scholars have become increasingly 

adept at teasing usable information out of brief annal entries, fragmentary 

narratives or terse comments in other early or medieval works, both factual 

and literary, and this volume builds upon such intellectual progress. Not 

only does this study mine the relevant texts for nuggets of usable 

information on the individuals themselves and their wider social context, 

but it also assesses such narratives to examine how later Irish viewed 

them. Plumb’s investigation is equally of historiography as it is of history. 

The work is divided into seven chapters, with the numerous subtitles 

in a slightly larger font than the main text, well-spaced and in bold. This 

does facilitate perusing the work to revisit complex issues. Introductory 

material includes a list of abbreviations on a dedicated page, a clear Table 

of Contents as well as a useful and brief overview of Editorial and Stylistic 

Conventions, all facilitating engagement with a book whose subject matter 

is challenging. This is followed by a List of Illustrations and a page of 
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Acknowledgements, which reassuringly includes the names of the 

specialists currently working on related fields. The Bibliography is 

admirably up-to-date and comprehensive. The book contains several 

clearly presented maps, tables and photographs, and employs footnotes 

sparingly. Quotations are presented in indent in the source language 

(mainly Latin and Old Gaelic) with translations immediately below into 

English, further indented and in brackets. The approach is useful giving 

immediate access to the primary sources and makes for easy reading and 

browsing. The author and publisher should be complemented on their 

dedication to clarity and readability. 

Chapter 1 presents an introduction to the problematic notion of 

‘migration’, highlighting the role of migration narratives in western culture, 

with reference to examples such as the Hebrew Exodus from Egypt. As a 

foretaste of the following investigation Plumb discusses the Great Tapestry 

of Scotland, displayed in 2013 (see the website) exemplifying the role 

migration narratives have in the public perception of Scotland’s history, 

thus emphasising this book’s role as a work of contemporary relevance. In 

no way does he dismiss migration as a factor in social change, but he 

clarifies precisely what he means by this notion - that is ‘movement 

resulting in prolonged residence’. This is therefore a focussed study of 

individuals from the Early Medieval Period to the ‘fading of the Pictish 

language’. The core of the investigation is composed of three case studies. 

The first is of ecclesiasts who are depicted as being contemporary of near-

contemporary with Patrick and who are portrayed as being of British origin 

or with significant family ties with Britain. He attempts to ‘unearth any 

historical individuals lying behind the extant evidence’. The second case 

study is that of the problematic and shadowy figure of Uinniau/Finnian. 

The starting point for the third case study is the poem named here as 

‘Seven Brothers’, from the Book of Leinster. This text presents brief 

descriptions of seven individuals from Britain, who supposedly migrated 
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to Ireland. Following these case studies, the author approaches the issue 

of ‘channels of migration’. The final chapter focuses on the ‘perceived’ 

migration of the early medieval period and how this perception changed 

over the course of the Middle Ages and beyond. 

Chapter 2, ‘Introduction to the Sources’ provides scholarly overviews 

of the texts employed, all of which exhibit significant challenges of 

interpretation, transmission and so on. Texts employed include 

hagiography, calendars, annals, martyrologies and a number of other 

literary and factual works. The overview highlights some of the main 

challenges and opportunities of such works and robustly paves the ground 

for the following chapters.   

In Chapter 3 we proceed to one of the foci of the work itself ‘The 

Early Church’. This section as Plumb notes, has two principal aims. The 

first is to ask what can be discerned of British migration in the earliest 

phase of the Church in Ireland, and the second is to discuss the manner 

in which British identity could be utilized for the contemporary purposes 

of later times. Given the centrality of the figure of Patrick to the 

establishment of Christianity in Ireland there is a clear motivation for other 

ecclesiasts to be associated with him. Plumb discusses Mochta, attested 

in both Patrician and Columban hagiographies, and concludes that he 

penned at least one work of some importance, and is one of only two 

Britons in Ireland in the earliest phase who succeeded in leaving any of 

their own words. He proceeds to discuss the relatives and disciples of 

Patrick attested in the Book of Armagh, individuals such as Lommán, 

Munis, Broccaid and Broccán. He makes judicious use of earlier 

scholarship and concludes that the names of many of such individuals 

survived only because of their perceived connections with Patrick. A 

problem faced by early writers was how to harmonise a supposed British 

connection with contemporary kindreds, a frequent recourse being to 

associate them with a maternal line of descent. As time passed a British 
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origin came to increasingly seen as a common feature of early ecclesiasts 

and such figures may have become ‘British’ to fit the developing narrative. 

As Plumb notes ‘[b]y a combination of accident and design, Britain had 

become the ‘Eden’ of the early Irish Church’. Some discussion of the 

etymologies of these names would have been useful at this point. Most 

seem to be Irish in origin as far as I can see, and if so this would confirm 

Plumb’s views that their perceived origins owe more to Irish needs than to 

British soil. 

Chapter 4, proceeds to one of the most shadowy but perhaps most 

influential figures of the sixth-century British Church, that of Uinniau. 

Plumb builds upon the research of Thomas Clancy. Unniau occurs in two 

anecdotes in the Life of Columba, the Irish annals, potentially in the 

Scottish Aberdeen Breviary and other texts such as two penitentials 

employed by Columbanus. Plumb also scrutinises the significant number 

of similar personal names which may be derived from Uinniau and place-

name evidence for the saint’s cults. His supposed relationship with 

Whithorn is also discussed as well as his uncertain place of origin. Plumb’s 

considered and cautious conclusion is that a survey of the evidence leaves 

much room for speculation on his origins and activities. The chapter 

concludes with a detailed investigation of a section inserted into the Life of 

Columba known as the ‘Pseudo-Cummine’, which similarly leaves open the 

question of the saint’s origins.  

Plumb dedicates Chapter 5 to a poem he has labelled ‘Seven 

Brothers’ as it purports provides brief comments on seven ‘sons’ of 

Óengus. This occurs in the Book of Leinster genealogies of the saints and 

is attributed to Columba in the manuscript. This describes the 

destinations of seven ‘brothers’ upon their arrival in Ireland: Troscán, Mo-

Chullian, Agatán, Itharnaisc, Eóganán and Mo-Thrianóc. The exiguous 

evidence for each individual, all somewhat murky, is investigated in great 

detail. This involves forays into calendars, martyrologies, place-names, 
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fairs and local traditions. While much is admittedly speculative regarding 

the origin of the individuals and their inter-relationships it is concluded 

that some form of Uí Néill control over certain religious houses is central 

to the poem’s raison d’être. Precisely why they were brought together in 

this poem, and perhaps also in earlier material, is uncertain. It may be 

due to the fact that British identity, as noted above, had become accepted 

as a part of the character of the earliest Irish church. These are, despite 

any historical issues, seen as testimony to a dynamic interaction between 

Irish and northern British churches and in particular, Pictish ones. 

Chapter 6, ‘The Dynamics of Migration’ details the ‘channels’ 

through which the interaction occurred. One obvious medium is the 

Columban Church, several relevant incidents being described in the Life 

of Columba. The expulsion of the ‘family of Iona’ from Pictland in 717 may 

have indicated a (brief) reorientation of Pictish churches from Gaeldom to 

Northumbria thus lessening the direct contact. Connections with Orkney, 

such as the famous incident in the Life of Findán are noted. More 

problematic are connections with northern Britons, the terminology in 

Irish sources seldom differentiating between Britons of any origin, 

including Wales. 

Chapter 7 ‘The Development of the Migration Narrative’ is the final 

investigative section.  Plumb opens this brief overview chapter noting that 

‘time and time again… accounts of the early medieval Church’s migratory 

history have been shown to have been shaped by the contemporary 

concerns of later ages. As time progressed, this often resulted in a gulf 

developing between the real and the perceived movements of people in the 

past’. The chapter summarises the essence of the previous part of the book 

noting that there is a small amount of contemporary works from the fifth 

and sixth centuries, but that we can begin to chart retrospective portrayals 

from the seventh century onwards. The works of Muirchú and Tirechán do 

not point to a significant British presence in Ireland. The seventh century 
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view seems to have been that British churchmen, other than Patrick, were 

present only in modest numbers. By the ninth century, a change of tone 

is detectable with the possible up-playing of the role of British ecclesiasts. 

As the Middle Ages progressed, we witness a desire to root ecclesiasts in 

local Irish soil potentially accounting for ecclesiasts with a British mother 

and an Irish father. Plumb further notes that ‘British identity may have 

been in many cases an inadvertent side-effect of deliberate attempts to 

provide local figures with a family link to Patrick’.  

A section follows discussing the development of a Scottish 

perspective. Plumb notes that Alan Macquarrie has drawn attention to the 

lack of Pictish individuals within the Aberdeen Breviary, despite grounds 

for accepting such an origin for several. This may be due to the conscious 

Gaelicisation of the church in Pictland, perhaps in the tenth and eleventh 

centuries. Picts are largely written out of the Scottish ecclesiastical past 

while Britons, survive in this text and elsewhere due to the authority of 

the diocese of Glasgow, which envisaged itself a successor to the Brittonic 

kingdom of Strathclyde. Overt Pictishness disappears from Scottish 

hagiography, and there appears to be, in contrast, an assertion of the 

Scottish influence on the Church in Ireland. The chapter concludes with a 

useful summary of the core conclusions. 

Bringing the book to a firm end, there is a final two-page chapter 

providing a concise overview of the core conclusions. Plumb notes that 

‘migration, both real and imagined, had a lasting impact on the shape of 

the early Irish Church’ and ‘[t]he manner in which these interactions came 

to be perceived in later times, however inaccurately, formed the 

foundations on which both Ireland and Scotland were to build their 

ongoing migration stories’. 

I can only note a few relatively minor quibbles such as the use of 

‘mac’ as introducing a patronymic for Pictish names. I prefer ‘son of’, 

especially in the case of Picts, given that their language resembled Archaic 
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Welsh as opposed to Gaelic. On page 152 manuscript ‘Aedgen’ (a Briton) 

is for some reason adapted into English as ‘Aedgein’. There are a few other 

minor orthographic slips. The usual modern convention is to spell the 

kingdom name ‘Dalriada’ as Dál Riata (p, 153). On page 161 it is noted 

that the Lebor Bretnach is a Gaelic adaptation of Geoffrey of Monmouth’s 

De Gestis Britonum, while it is in fact an adaptation of the much earlier 

Historia Brittonum. The footnote scheme is somewhat unusual noting the 

whole name of a book, for example ‘Tirechán’s Motives in Compiling the 

“Collectanea”’ occurs four times in succession on page 68, but given that 

each footnote is given a dedicated line, a shorter form would save space. 

Perhaps mention of Catherine Swift’s thoughts on British presence 

attested on the Irish ogam stones (Ogam Stones and the Early Irish 

Christians, 1997) could have supplemented the discussion of British 

churchmen in Ireland. Unfortunately, as is common with such specialised 

scholarly studies, the price is high (55 euros), meaning that it is mainly 

libraries that will be able to afford it. 

This is a detailed piece of detective work. Plumb writes elegantly and 

does not exceed the evidence. He displays an encyclopaedic knowledge of 

the relevant primary sources, all of which are challenging in some or many 

respects. His unpicking of tropes and multi-layered texts is masterly. His 

mastery of secondary sources also merits praise. The organisation and 

presentation is clear and helpful. The book is solidly bound, which is a 

must for a book that scholars will probably be repeatedly revisiting due to 

the demanding and detailed nature of the discussions. The cover is 

attractive showing a Turneresque painting, by the author’s brother, of a 

small boat carrying a few small and shadowy individuals over a stormy 

sea, a cleverly apt painting for this work. Plumb should be congratulated 

on producing a scholarly study engaging with a challenging and 

demanding field and filling a gap in our understanding of the Early 

Medieval period.  
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