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It’s difficult to be
precise about many
aspects of Scottish
history before the
time of Cromwell’s
occupation in the
1600s
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Back to Restenneth Priory... the county
of Angus proudly boasts that it is the
birthplace of Scotland, with the Decla-
ration of Arbroath in 1320 establishing
Scotland as an independent nation.
Angus is also rich in Pictish history, and
there is evidence of Neolithic, Bronze
Age and Iron Age settlements scattered | At that time, it
around too. It was known as Forfarshire would have been
until 1928, and Forfar remains the coun- | an impressive

ty town of Angus. Restenneth Priory structure standing
lies almost two miles east of Forfar and, on an island in
although it is situated only a hundred Restenneth Loch,
metres or so from the main road con- complete with a
necting Forfar with Montrose, many 14-metre-high
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Craigie of its existence, never mind its importance. Indeed, the only

time that Angus residents, or anyone else for that matter, may
become aware of Restenneth Priory is when they have occa-
sion to consult the Angus Archives. Housed in a converted
conference centre, the Hunter Library overlooks Restenneth
Priory and holds 800 years-worth of documents, records and
photographs of the history of Angus and its people.

The priory's official guide claims the church was founded

by Nechtan mac Der-llei, King of the Picts, around the year
715, but that not much is known about the first 400 years of
its history. Dundee-born philosopher and historian Hector
Boece recorded that King Alexander | had ordered the annals
of lona to be relocated to Restenneth in the twelfth century,
an act which clearly recognised the priory as an extremely
important place. A few years later, Restenneth was gifted to
Jedburgh Abbey by King Malcolm IV and thereafter became
a convent for Augustinian canons, while also serving as the
parish church for Forfar. The building itself was probably not
completed until 1243, when it was consecrated by the Bishop
of St Andrews. At that time, it would have been an impressive
structure standing on an island in Restenneth Loch, complete
with a 14-metre-high tower.

people will drive by blissfully unaware tower

But, how does Restenneth link to Robert the Bruce? During
the (so-called) Wars of Independence both Robert the Bruce
and the invading English King Edward | destroyed many
strategic buildings across Scotland. It is known that Bruce
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destroyed Forfar Castle, and likely that he was responsible for

the burning of Restenneth Priory too. There is evidence
that he had repeatedly stayed at Restenneth and he
clearly felt some remorse or allegiance to the priory

as he subsequently remained a benefactor and buried
his two-year-old son, Prince John, there around 1327

- the only member of his family not to be interred at
Dunfermline Abbey.

Despite some repairs being made, Restenneth was
never again to achieve either its grandeur or its
importance. By the time of the Reformation the lands
fell into private ownership and by 1591 it had ceased
to be the parish church of Forfar. The official guide
states, “The last flurry of excitement experienced by
the priory was during the Jacobite rebellion of 1745
when it sustained damage by troops before it settled
into gentle obscurity.” Around 1790 its surrounding
loch was drained and the area given over to cattle.
The ruin was adopted by the forerunner of Historic
Scotland in 1919 and now stands as a partially
preserved reminder of important times past. From
Picts to Augustine monks, from Bruce to Jacobites,
yet seemingly unknown by most of its neighbours.
Due to our lack of knowledge, mainly through

never having been taught our own history, how

many sites like Restenneth Priory lie undiscovered,
unrecognised or unloved all over Scotland?
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It is known that
Bruce destroyed
Forfar Castle,

and likely that he
was responsible
for the burning of
Restenneth Priory
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