
Scotland and the Flemish People
An investigation into a significant medieval immigrant group

Background

The issue of migration to Scotland has been much in the news over the past decade, with a significant 
inflow of people coming from the eastern part of the European Union and, of course, most recently from 
Syria. But immigration is not a new phenomenon for Scotland. It is perhaps little known that immigrants 
from Flanders – Flemish people –were an important immigrant group in the medieval and early modern 
period (roughly 1100 – 1700). That this is not generally known reflects the fact that Flemish immigration 
took place gradually over a period of about 600 years. This slow absorption of the Flemish means that it 
has been difficult to discern their overall impact on Scotland. As a result there is a question as to whether 
the Flemish influence has been fully accounted for in conventional histories of Scotland.

A three-year project centered in the Institute of Scottish Historical Research at the University of St 
Andrews has been seeking to make a reassessment of the Flemish role in Scotland. The starting point has 
been an examination of the historical relationship between Flanders and Scotland, and one of the primary 
goals of the research has been to get a better understanding of the factors that have led to different phases 
of migration over the 600-year period.

The project has incorporated the research of leading scholars, local and family historians, as well as new 
doctoral research undertaken by students at St Andrews. It is an innovative project in that it has drawn on 
the knowledge of a wide range of experts – including many from outside the world of academia – and has 
actively used a project blog to disseminate their views. This in turn has generated interest from the public 
at large. The project has also benefited from cooperation with the University of Strathclyde, which has 
developed a DNA project aimed at investigating which Scottish families may have Flemish roots.



This article examines some of the issues that the project has sought to address and provides information 
about a major international conference in June 2016 that will draw out the main conclusions of the study 
and bring the project to a close.

Main Phases of Migration

An important question that the project has sought to address is why people left Flanders at various times 
over that 600 year period and what led some of them to come to Scotland. Three categories of migrant 
can be discerned: aristocratic migrants, economic migrants, and religiously persecuted migrants.

Aristocratic migrants: The earliest Flemish settlers in Britain came with William the Conqueror’s 
invading force in 1066. The Flemings had the right wing of the battle formation. They were closely allied 
with the Normans, not least because William’s wife was the daughter of a count of Flanders. William 
rewarded the Flemish for their help with land in England. So an initial Flemish foothold in England was 
established.

David, son of Malcolm Canmore (Máel Coluim III), ascended to the Scottish throne as David I in 1124 
and his wife Maud, of Flemish heritage, came from England with him accompanied by a retinue of her 
Flemish kinsmen. Further aristocratic Flemings came to Scotland to help subdue the local population and 
to assist in ‘modernising’ the country.  This inflow continued through the reign of Malcolm IV (1153-65). 
The areas of Scotland most associated with the settlement of these aristocrats were Upper Clydesdale and 
Moray. 

In 1154 Henry II expelled many Flemish people from England on the grounds that they (as well as other 
foreigners living in the country at the time) were encroaching on English trade. This gave impetus to a 
further movement of Flemish people to Scotland.

Economic migrants: There were forces at work during the late medieval period – so called push 
factors and pull factors – that led to a movement of economic migrants from Flanders to Scotland.

The economic push factors that encouraged people to leave Flanders had their root in the rise and 
subsequent decline of the textile industry.1 The rapid growth of this industry during the 13th and early 
14th centuries led to an increasing call on land for sheep grazing in Flanders and a heavy concentration 
of weaving, and hence people, in urban areas. Between 1050 and 1350 the population of Flanders tripled 
to some 800,000 people. This overpopulation led to some people leaving Flanders for economic reasons. 
Subsequently, with increasing competition from other producers in Europe, the Flemish textile industry 
went into decline from about the middle of the 14th century, causing economic dislocation and unrest 
among the working people. One example of the worker unrest was a revolt of Ghent weavers over the 
period 1338-1346. Other revolts took place in the 15th century. All of these economic push factors again 
encouraged people to leave Flanders.



Grimani Breviary, Biblioteca Marciana, Venice, c. 1515-20.
Flemish illumination depicting sheep shearing.

During the medieval period, the trade in wool was another push 
factor which encouraged Flemish merchants to settle temporarily in 
the eastern burghs of Scotland. Burghs, such as Aberdeen, Dundee, 
Perth, Edinburgh, and Berwick (when under Scottish control), were 
the centres of Scotland’s trade with Flanders. The presence of 
Flemish merchants in Scottish burghs was inexorably linked to the 
trade relationship between the two regions. The limited documenta-
ry evidence that exists suggests that Flemish merchants settled 
permanently in the east coast burghs of Scotland during the later 
medieval period. Furthermore, the settlement of Scottish merchants 
in Flanders, specifically at the staple of Bruges, was also common 
during the 14th and 15th centuries.

In the late 16th century, the Scottish government recognised the 
benefit of encouraging Flemish weavers to settle in Scotland. Acts 
of Parliament were passed in 1581 and 1587 which provided 
economic incentives to Flemish weavers to settle in Scotland and 
train local Scots in the art of weaving.

The implementation of legislation meant to encourage Flemish migration to Scotland could be considered a 
pull factor. 2 The type of apprenticeship scheme proposed in the 1581 and 1587 legislation was intended to 
encourage Flemish weavers to educate the Scottish population with their knowledge of weaving and 
associated skills.

Religiously persecuted migrants: In the 16th and 17th centuries another phase of Flemish migration to 
Scotland took place, although the numbers of people involved may have been relatively small.3 The root 
cause of this was religious persecution.4 Reformation ideals found great support in the cities of Flanders, 
where there had been a long-held tradition of freethinking, autonomy, and openness. The issue of religion, 
centered on Protestant renewal, caused a great divide between the Low Countries and the Madrid-based 
Spanish government that sought to maintain Catholic worship in its territories. In 1522 Charles V instituted 
the Inquisition in the Low Countries and condemned all heretics to death. From 1566, the Dutch Revolt and 
the subsequent partitioning of the Low Countries into Protestant and Catholic camps, resulted in several 
further waves of migration from Flanders. This was followed, towards the end of the 17th century, by an 
outflow of Protestants fleeing persecution by King Louis XIV of France, as a result of the Revocation of the 
Edict of Nantes in 1685. This Edict had provided various protections to Protestants when it was signed in 
1598. A proportion of the migrants from Flanders went initially to England and then some went on to 
Scotland.

The Relationship between Scotland and Flanders

The Flemish presence in Scotland would have led to, and been supplemented by, a healthy interchange 
between the two that yielded economic, diplomatic and cultural benefits, especially for Scotland.

The economic relationship: During the medieval period, Flanders was an economic powerhouse driven by a 
textile industry that supplied luxury woollen cloth to much of Europe. The relationship with Scotland was 
one of mutually beneficial exchange. Scotland's thriving burghs provided raw wool for the Flemish weaving 
industry, and these exports, along with less numerous but still economically significant exports of woolfells, 



hides, and fish, became an engine for the growth of the Scottish economy in the medieval period. In return, 
Flanders exported to Scotland – as to much of Europe – high-end items such as tapestries, munitions, bells, 
and finished woollen goods5. Flemish craftsmen were often brought to Scotland, sometimes temporarily, to 
fulfil a demand for desirable Flemish items.

The diplomatic and cultural relationship: The interchange was not confined to trade and 
commerce. There were diplomatic and cultural dimensions to the relationship. Scotland was pulled more 
and more into mainstream Europe through cultural links with Flanders (and, more broadly, Burgundy). 
The marriage in 1449 of James II to Mary of Guelders, the niece of Philip the Good of Burgundy, formalised 
diplomatic links and promoted cultural exchange between Scotland and Flanders. James III famously 
commissioned the Flemish artist Hugo van der Goes to paint the Trinity Altarpiece, while  Alexander 
Bening, thought to be a Scot, was actively pursuing his art as a painter and miniaturist in Bruges.6

There is also evidence of interchange between the two countries in the recreational field. The marriage of 
James II and Mary of Guelders, for example, was celebrated by a jousting competition between Scottish and 
Burgundain knights (the Burgundians won), while there is a long-running debate surrounding a possible 
Flemish influence on golf7 and curling, pursuits that have long been considered to have their home in 
Scotland. Early Flemish paintings appear to portray games that have a resemblance to golf and curling 
before the time when these pursuits took hold in Scotland.

Scottish Families with a Claim to Flemish Roots

The Scotland and the Flemish People project is also examining the possible Flemish origins of 
some major Scottish families. While the surname Fleming does signify a Flemish origin8 for a 
family carrying this name, this is by no means the only Scottish family that can make such a 
claim. The Sutherland, Murray, Innes and Lindsay families have been associated with the 
move into Scotland of aristocratic Flemings during the reign of David I in the 12th century. 
These families settled in the region around the Moray Firth, while the Fleming family is 
associated with Upper Clydesdale and Cumbernauld.

During the course of the project other families have been identified that may have come to 
Scotland later from Flanders. Examples of these are the Frame family of weavers that came 
to Scotland in the 14th century9 and the Dowie family of merchants that could have been in 
Scotland as early as the late 13th century.10

To help families that believe they may have a Flemish root get affirmation of this the project 
has, as noted above, developed a DNA component. This work is centered at Strathclyde 
University. The hope is that representatives of Scottish families that have taken a DNA test 
can have their results compared with a control sample of Flemish DNA. The first results of the 
DNA analysis will be available in the late spring of 2016 and discussed at the June confer-
ence referenced below.



The Flemish Imprint on Scotland 

The cumulative effect of the Flemish migration is such that by one estimate about 30% of today’s Scottish 
population could have Flemish ancestors. While this figure is probably at the upper end of the feasible 
range it is clear that Flemish DNA is, through inter-marriage, now well embedded in the Scottish 
population at large. It is quite probable therefore that families of Flemish origin will have had, over the 
course of time, a significant influence on Scottish economic, political and social life.

A review of Scottish history in the medieval and early modern periods would reveal numerous references 
to Flemish origin families participating in important political and economic events of the day.11 But what 
has been the lasting imprint of the Flemish in Scotland?

Such an imprint can be discerned in various ways. One of the more subtle of these has come through the 
absorption of some Flemish words into the Scottish vocabulary.12 The Flemish influence on the Scots 
language is felt particularly in fields where there were significant areas of contact, for instance trade and 
cloth. But there are other commonly used Scots words that originated in Flanders. The Scots word “scone”, 
for instance, was derived from the Flemish “schoon”.

The clearest physical imprint is seen in existing structures of various types. The Flemish were renowned 
for being builders of defensive fortifications in the medieval period and evidence of this can still be seen 
today in mottes – that is, earthen mounds that supported wooden bailey stockades – in various parts of 
Scotland as well as the remains of castles.

Various towns and villages in Scotland also bear witness to Flemish settlement, as evidenced by some 
place names. There are several places called Flemington, for instance, as well as a number of others with 
names such as Flemingtoun and Fleminghill.  These are all examples of ethnonymic place names.13

There has also been a discernible Flemish influence on Scottish architecture. This can be most readily seen 
in the pan tiles and crow steps that are features of a number of villages around the Forth estuary.14 Some 
Scottish churches have also benefited from a Flemish influence,15 notably the ceiling of King’s College 
Chapel in Aberdeen and the west front of the collegiate church of St Mary, Haddington.

There is evidence of both Flemish people living in Scotland and Flemish craftspeople being brought to the 
country as being the source of architectural and engineering skills. Maynard the Fleming, who lived in 
Scotland in the early Middle Ages, is an example of the former, having been credited with the architectural 
layout of St. Andrews.16 Scottish tradesmen may also have copied Flemish architectural design in some 
instances.

The Concluding Conference

A major inter-disciplinary conference to be held in St. Andrews in June 2016 will explore in more depth 
the relationship between Scotland and Flanders in the medieval and early modern periods, as well as the 
influence of the Flemish people and culture on Scotland through the centuries.



Drawing on research by leading scholars in history, art history, archaeology, material culture 
and genetic genealogy, the conference will examine the migration and settlement of the 
Flemish people, the commercial and diplomatic relations between Flanders and Scotland, 
and the Flemish origins and historical significance of a number of Scottish families. The 
conference will lead to a major publication.  See the box below for more information on the 
conference and how to register:

Conference Title: Scotland and the Flemish People
Dates: 16 - 17 June 2016

Location: The Gateway Centre, St. Andrews, Fife, Scotland
Registration details: www.eventsforce.net/scotflem

Conference secretary: Dr. Claire Hawes at scotflem2016@st-Andrews.ac.uk

Professor Roger Mason and Dr. Alex Fleming

January 2016
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