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The two young men drew up their baited lines for the last time that day, George having felt a tug, John less fortunate. As they hoisted them inboard, the former splattered the other with droplets from a flapping, twisting flounder, hooked, and was made a face at by his brother as he detached the flatfish to add to his bag. Seven now, he counted, whereas John had nine, a fair morning’s sport. It was time that they went back for their midday meal. Getting out an oar each, side by side on the bench, they pulled their boat landwards.

They had not far to row, for this bank of sandy shallows, favoured by the flounders, was just off the headland out from which soared the series of rock-stacks on which Dunbar Castle was based, five or six miles from where the Scotwater, or Firth of Forth estuary, opened into the Norse Sea. Quite soon, therefore, they were pulling under one of the short, lofty bridges that linked those pillars of rock, on top of which three of the towers of this extraordinary fortalice rose, these linked by the bridges. They went beneath the two easternmost stacks, George waving up to its watchman, to enter Dunbar harbour. They did not have to halt and await the lowered baskets, as the township’s fishermen would have had to do in order to pay a tithe of their catch, this part of the earl’s tolls for the use of his enclosed harbour, sheltered haven from the Norse Sea’s storms.

They rowed in, to tie up their boat at the tail-end of the quayside, two fishermen, mending their nets there, hastening to aid them ashore with their fish-bags, and being waved aside, although in friendly fashion. Carrying their catch of flatfish, they went over to climb the steep, zigzag track up to the postern gate of the landward main tower of the castle.

This double door, of iron bars and heavy wood, was opened for them before ever they reached it by the watchman who had answered their wave from the second tower bridge. He reached to take the bags.

“A fair catch, my lords,” he greeted them. “The countess would see you forthwith. She has . . . tidings for you.”

The brothers nodded in acknowledgment, and left him with the flounders, to climb stairs to the living quarters of this principal tower of the keep.

At first-floor level, in a withdrawing-room off the main hall, they found their mother and youngest sister, Elizabeth, awaiting them.

“I have news for you,” the countess said, level-voiced. “Dire news – in one fashion. It will scarcely break your hearts, but it will . . . affect you notably. Your father is dead.”

The brothers drew breaths, and looked from their mother to their sister and at each other. Neither spoke.

“Word has come from Northumberland, from Tyneside. He died there three days ago. In England – as was perhaps apt! Suddenly. The strange end of a strange life.” The new widow did not sound desolated. “He was, of course, of eighty-four years. May a kind God rest his soul!”

George found voice. “Dead! Gone! And not in the Earlstoun of Ercildoune, but in England! With the Hepburns, no doubt? His . . . friends!”

“Yes. Where, I judge, he really belonged. Gone to his Maker. Leaving me . . . what?”

They did not try to answer that.

The countess shrugged. “So you, George, are now tenth Earl of Dunbar and March, with much to bear on your shoulders. I think that you will do it . . . better. And you, John – I have some word for you also. But – later.”

Their sister spoke up. “Our father is to be brought home. For burial,” she said.

“Yes. I want you to go, both of you, down to Northumberland, to fetch the body back. Here, not to Melrose. To be laid to rest beside his forebears. No pleasant task, for you. But necessary.”

John nodded. “The Hepburns will not have buried him by then?” he asked.

“I think not. But if they have, you will have the body dug up and brought home. It is the least I can do for him, the less than loving wife whom he saw little of, these past years.”

The situation and relationship between Patrick, ninth Earl of Dunbar and March, and Black Agnes, daughter of the late and esteemed Regent Moray, an arranged marriage never a love-match, had been a strange one. But then, the Cospatrick was a strange man, of wavering affections and loyalties, and she a spirited woman, a very disparate pair, despite the lofty royal blood which they had both inherited, although from different sources. Cospatrick, as he was known, like his ancestors not deigning to use a surname, was descended from the ancient Celtic royal line, the first of them the eldest son of Malcolm the Third, Canmore; although wrongfully, the king’s sons by his second marriage, to Margaret the Saint, so called, succeeded to the throne, denying the right to their half-brothers – this a grievance with the said line ever since. And Agnes’s father was the nephew of Robert the Bruce, who had eventually gained the crown, after Margaret’s line died out, and won Scotland’s freedom, an old story. But before being created Earls of Dunbar and March, the Cospatricks had been Earls of Northumbria, then part of Scotland, and had kept strong links therewith down the centuries.

The countess, a fine-looking woman in her late fifties, with a few strands of silver beginning to streak her plentiful dark hair – for which she was known as Black Agnes – was normally a cheerful character and good company, her young people very fond of her. It was seldom indeed that she seemed as grim as this day.

“As you know well,” she went on, “I always saw our duty, in holding high position in this realm, differently from your father, our support of the king and crown foremost, holders of earldoms in especial, since the earls are the direct successors of the ri, or lesser kings, of ancient Alba, who elected and supported the Ard Righ or High King. Patrick saw it otherwise, as lesser kings yes, but as such entitled to criticise and controvert, if they deemed the monarch in error, even to take up arms against him. He never forgot that the Cospatricks should have held the throne, as senior by birth to the Margaretsons. This affected his loyalties, so that he would support the English against his own king, on occasion. Especially as he still considered himself to be Earl of Northumbria, none other ever having been appointed to that position. I remind you of this, at this time, when you are entering into your greater responsibilities with his death. It is my simple duty.”

Her young people knew it all, of course, but heard her out heedfully, for they greatly admired their mother.

“George, you have two earldoms to oversee and rule, Dunbar covering much of Lothian, and the March, or Merse, which includes most of the eastern Borderland, down to Berwick and the Tweed, more than sufficient for any man. You will do it well, I judge.” She turned from him to his brother. “And you, John – you too enter into responsibilities. For I choose, this day of decision, to change your life as the day has changed mine and George’s. I am resigning the earldom of Moray. You are of full age. From this hour onwards you are John, Earl of Moray.”

The younger brother, aged twenty-two, drew breath, gulped, and wagged his fair head. “Me! Why?” he got out. “Earl – me!”

“No less. As you know, I inherited the earldom of Moray when my brother, your Uncle John, third Randolph earl, fell in battle, unwed. King Robert Bruce made my father Earl of Moray, to be regent for his young son David. My two brothers succeeded, each without children. So I am Countess of Moray in my own right. Or was. Because I now pass it on to you, Johnnie. This is the occasion so to do, I think. I am not so young as I was. And there are great lands and properties, with their folk, in the north, responsibilities which I fear I have neglected, failed to overrule, leaving it to stewards and bailiffs, with a sufficiency here to see to. I have been considering this for some time. This day is the time to change that. It means that we shall see less of you here – but so be it.”

John could scarcely take it in. Himself suddenly an earl. As was his brother. And one with great lands and duties, far in the north, how much and how many he knew not. A younger son, he had never looked for this.

“It falls to be confirmed by King David, to be sure,” Black Agnes went on. “But I have no doubts that he will agree. You are, after all, kin to him. In cousinship, since his father, the Bruce, was my father’s uncle.” She waved a hand. “But enough of this, meantime. First, you both have to go to Northumberland and bring back your father. And at once. Hoping that they have not already buried him.”

George punched his brother on the shoulder. “My lord Earl!” he exclaimed. “And myself also! We have caught more than flounders this day, Johnnie!”

They did not delay more than a few hours on their unlooked-for and melancholy errand. Both were good horsemen, and they knew the route to Tyneside. Forty miles down through the Merse, to Coldstream on Tweed and the border, where they could pass the night in a monastery. Then on, skirting the Cheviot Hills to the east, by Wooler and Glanton and Rothbury to the Roman Wall and Corbridge, another sixty miles. They should be at the Hepburn seat of Newtonhall by late afternoon next day, all being well. Coming back with the body might be slower, admittedly, as well as not exactly doleful but embarrassing, uneasy. They would require pack-horses for that. Their mother suggested that it might be as well to take one of the Dunbar earldom’s vassals with them, Patrick Hepburn of Hailes. The seventh Earl Cospatrick’s daughter had married Adam Hepburn, from Northumberland, and the pair had been given Hailes Castle, on another Tyne, that of their own Lothian, only eight miles from Dunbar. Their grandson might well be helpful in dealing with his kinsfolk in England.

So, with two of their men, and the pack-horses, they rode off, due westwards first, for Hailes, and there had no difficulty in picking up Patrick, or Pate, Hepburn, short notice as it was, and them friendly, and then striking southwards through their sheep-strewn Lammermuir Hills, by Garvald to Cranshaws and then Duns and so into the Merse, the East March of the Borderland, all of which they knew like the backs of their hands. This March earldom, although secondary to Dunbar in date and status, was actually larger, encompassing a great area from the wild Berwickshire coast down to Tweed, and eastwards to Lauderdale, to flank the royal lands of Roxburgh and Kelso, some six hundred square miles of rolling grasslands and modest hills, fine cattle country and with fertile stretches, a worthy heritage of which George was now master.

Because of the pack-horses, they rode less fast than they could have done on their finer mounts, but even so they reached the Tweed at Coldstream by dusk, and rested themselves and their steeds for the night at a monastery and hospice for travellers, a branch from the major Priory of Coldinghame nearer to the coast, being well received by the monks.

Then on, half eastwards, next morning, across into England, to skirt the high Cheviots by the Till, Flodden Edge, Wooler and south by Rothbury, largely moorland country this, eventually to reach the Northumbrian Tyne by evening, a long day’s riding.

The main seat of the Hepburns – the name was but a corruption of Haybarn – was at Newtonhall, east of Corbridge. Their arrival there was welcomed by Sir Thomas Hepburn, thankful to be quit of the corpse of the late earl, which they had not buried, nor exactly embalmed, but treated with resin and oil which had a preserving effect, and laid temporarily to rest in the local church, wrapped in grave-clothes. Sir Thomas and his sons knew young Hailes, and this was a help for the Cospatrick brothers.

That evening, well entertained, George was asked whether, as the new Earl of Dunbar and March, he also looked upon himself as the rightful Earl of Northumbria, as had done his sire, even though not officially adopting the style, which would have made him a peer of England now. George disclaimed any such ambition, declaring that he would have enough to see to with the two earldoms at home. John did not emphasise his new status as Earl of Moray.

In the morning there was the awkward and gruesome business of getting the dead body, wrapped in further coverings for the journey, out of the church and slung in a kind of hammock between the two pack-horses, all difficult as well as grisly.

The Scots party did not linger thereafter with their burden, and thanking their hosts, set off northwards. And now, with the swinging corpse to heed, and the two led horses less than at ease with their slung load, they had to proceed much more slowly than before, making not very carefree riding. In fact they got only as far as Wooler that day, where there was a hospice, with a chapel where they could deposit the body. The brothers could not feel that this was any suitable way to celebrate their elevation to earldoms, any more than to pay such respects as they could to their dead father. And it was a dull and gloomy experience to lay on Hepburn of Hailes; so in the morning, recognising that they would not reach Dunbar that day, they sent their vassal laird off on his own, for his home.

They only reached Duns for the second night, but here they were on their own March territory, and felt somehow less ill at ease. They ought to be home by noon next day.

They were, and found that, although they had been gone for only five days, however much more it seemed to them, meantime their effective mother had sent a messenger to King David, at Edinburgh, acquainting him with the situation, and the accession of her sons to the earldoms; and she had received back the monarch’s agreement thereto, with indeed his satisfaction that he now would have two more loyal supporters. They must visit him, to make their vows of fealty, before long, and receive his congratulations.

That afternoon Black Agnes and her sons conducted the dead husband and father to the collegiate church of Dunbar, which had actually been founded by the said earl in 1342, for a dean, a vice-dean and eight prebendaries, these to serve eight Lothian chapels; in those days, twenty-seven years back, he had been more sure of his directions and loyalties.

The service in the handsome cruciform church, conducted by the dean, all his subordinates present, also the prior of the Trinitarian monastery of Red Friars at Houston nearby, was solemn and dignified, however unworthy some there considered the central figure, the emphasis being on his founding of this place of worship, and his long line of distinguished ancestors. After consigning the late earl to God’s good and kind keeping, and the benediction said, the body was duly lowered into the crypt below, actually its first occupant, where a lead coffin would be made to enclose it.

Relieved when it was all over, the family returned to the castle, that family including, for the occasion, the two daughters, Margaret wed to William, first Earl of Douglas, and Agnes, betrothed to another Douglas, Lord of Dalkeith, summoned by their mother – but not accompanied by their husbands, neither of whom approved of their father-in-law.

So ended a chapter in a long and dramatic story, a chapter most were glad to see finished.
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The brothers were not long in answering the royal command to come and make their gestures of fealty, as new earls, to the monarch; and on this very special occasion their mother accompanied them, suitably, as a kinswoman of King David the Second.

They made for Edinburgh, thirty miles to the west. Bruce, when he had gained the throne, had seldom used Roxburgh Castle, where Tweed joined Teviot, as a base, unlike the Margaretsons and their descendants, preferring Stirling and Dumbarton Castles, more central for his kingdom, and Edinburgh on occasion. His son used the last more, but when there tended to occupy apartments in the great Abbey of the Holy Rood, as much more comfortable than the rather bleak quarters up in the rock-top fortress. Also the abbey was much more convenient for hunting in the royal parkland which surrounded the towering bulk of Arthur’s Seat, and for hawking at Duddingston Loch on the far side of that lion-shaped hill.

In fact, the king was away hawking, a favourite sport, when the callers arrived at the abbey. So the brothers, who were fond of falconry themselves decided to ride the mile or two round to Duddingston, to join their liege-lord, although Black Agnes remained at the abbey with Queen Margaret Drummond, the monarch’s second wife.

There were two other lochs in the royal territory surrounding the great hill, Dunsappie on the higher ground, and St Margaret’s on the levels to the east, this last little more than a pond. But Duddingston was quite large, almost half a mile long and a quarter in width, its southern and eastern flanks dense with tall reeds, which made it a favoured haunt of wildfowl, and therefore providing excellent sport for hawking.

The brothers, circling the hill westwards, had no difficulty in locating the royal party, hovering and stooping hawks in the air guiding them to the south-eastern end of the loch, where they found the sportsmen and their hawkers and tranters sitting their horses on a slight mound, where they could obtain some prospect over the reed-beds and water.

They had met King David on two or three occasions in the past, but never thus, and they approached the group in carefully respectful fashion, halting their mounts a little way from the mound, to wait, not to seem to interrupt the sport. But David recognised them, even at that distance, and waved them forward.

“So – my two new earls come a-visiting!” he called. “I greet you, my friends. Come!”

David Bruce was a man in his forties, looking older than his years, possibly on account of the long spell he had spent as a captive in England after his defeat at the ill-judged Battle of Neville’s Cross, and his troubles when Edward Balliol had assumed the throne, that son of John Balliol, the weakling whom Edward Plantagenet had chosen to hoist to the Scots throne when the last of the Margaretsons’ line died without heir. David was a less strong character than had been his famous father, but amiable and making quite a worthy monarch, although no warrior.

The brothers rode up to him, doffing bonnets and bowing from the saddle.

“We come, Sire, to make our vows before Your Grace,” George said. “We left our mother, the countess, at the abbey. We hope that you are having good sport?”

“Fair, fair,” they were told. “I have known better. My falcon seems to prefer herons to ducks and geese!” He waved a leather-padded arm, this to protect it from the talons of the hawks when they were being carried, gesturing towards a heavily built man of approximately the same age as himself. “You know my nephew Robert, the High Steward, Earl of Strathearn? These, Robert, are two freshly arisen earls to support the crown, the Earl of Dunbar and March, and John, to whom your own kinswoman, Black Agnes, has resigned her earldom of Moray.”

The High Steward nodded. “Let us hope that they help sustain you better than did their father!” he jerked. This was the son of Bruce’s daughter, Marjorie, offspring of his first marriage to Isabel of Mar, arranged when he was but a youth and before he fell in love with and wed Elizabeth de Burgh, David’s mother. So, in fact, these two were indeed close kin, uncle and nephew, the younger, David, the uncle. And, with the king having as yet no offspring, the nephew was heir-presumptive to the throne.

“The late Earl Cospatrick’s judgment, I think, was . . . impaired! He had it that he should have been sitting on my throne!” David said. “The old tale of Malcolm Canmore and his sons. I hope that you, my lord George, have a less long memory!”

“Sire, I am your man, and will ever remain so. What happened three centuries ago is best forgotten!”

“So say I!” John added.

A tranter came up, on foot, a falcon on his arm, and dragging a long-legged dead heron, to present to the king. David snorted.

“One more of these!” he complained. “What is wrong with this hawk? Why cannot it stoop on useful fowl, not these creatures?”

“Because they are larger, Sire, I would think.” The tranter’s task was to go after the released hawks and bring them back after they had killed, tranter meaning walker.

The king bent in the saddle to take the falcon, and shook it in irritation. “I will try it once more. And if it does not do better, I will be done with it. Next time, choose another bird.”

“You could try up in the Dunsappie Loch, Sire. Herons do not use that. No reeds nor deep mud.”

“Few duck likewise! But, yes, I could try it.” He turned to Robert Stewart, who was awaiting his own hawk’s return. “I will leave you then,” he said, “to try the high loch. These two will accompany me, and act tranters if I make a kill. Then back to the abbey.” He fitted the little leather cap over the hawk’s head and eyes, so that it would not take wing, and gestured to the Cospatrick brothers. “Up the hill, my friends. This Dunsappie lies high.” And he pointed upwards, towards a kind of shelf of Arthur’s Seat.

“We know it, Your Grace,” John told him.

The trio rode off together, eastwards now, to round the loch-head and through the little village of Duddingston, thereafter to climb the steep slopes, dotted with gorse bushes and dwarf hawthorns. As they went, the monarch chatted to them companionably. He said no more about their father, but emphasised his respect and regard for their mother, saying how even in England her name was known, Black Agnes, for her renowned defence of Dunbar Castle those many years ago, when it was besieged by the English Earl of Salisbury. If her sons equalled their mother’s dash and courage, he declared they would serve Scotland well.

When they reached the much smaller loch, quite surprisingly placed, high, they did see a couple of mallard take wing at sight of them. The king promptly unhooded his falcon, to free it. The bird launched itself off at once, to soar high, in spirals, and quickly spotted the circling ducks, and went after them, so much more swift a flier. Drawing rein, the men saw it positioning itself above the flapping fowl. They hoped that it would not stoop on these over the loch itself, in case the kill fell into the water and be lost to them, lacking a dog to retrieve it. But no, the hawk had its own wits; after all, it was a killer, but its instinct was to kill in order to eat the prey, and would no more want that to fall into the loch than would the sportsmen. So it hovered until the circling ducks were over grassy ground, and then dropped on one of them like a stone, to strike it with a force and weight that broke its neck, and quarry and slayer went down together to the dry land, a score of yards from the loch edge. John was spurring his horse towards them even as they landed.

The falcon was tearing with its hooked beak at the duck’s underside when the man jumped down to play the tranter. John was adept at the hawking himself, much pursued at Dunbar, and knew how to grasp the creature without being pecked at himself as he lifted it off the duck. But he had no leather gauntlet to protect his arm, and had to settle it on the doublet sleeve, and bear the tight grip of those talons through the cloth, holding the bird secure with the other hand. Then he had to bend to pick up the duck with that burdened hand and arm, and with the live and dead birds somehow climb up on to his horse’s back, well recognising why the tranters were so called, to go after hawks and prey afoot. He rode back to the others, and was thankful to transfer the falcon to the king’s protected arm, retaining the mallard duck.

“Well done, Earl of Moray!” David exclaimed. “We will make a tranter of you yet! But, in perhaps more onerous matters than hawking! I can think of affairs in the north of my realm that could do with your useful attentions!”

“Your servant, Sire.”

They rode back, and down the north side of Arthur’s Seat, to the abbey.

Later, witnessed by their mother and the queen, the brothers knelt before their liege-lord, to take his hand between both of their own, and swear the oath of fealty and allegiance, as earls, undertaking to support the crown in all things, even unto death itself. John wondered, as he did so, how his father, who had had to swear the same oath, although before a different sovereign, had reconciled his conscience to it all.

Afterwards they remained with the royal couple for a meal, in friendly converse, no courtiers present, nothing regal nor formal about it all. It said much about King David that he preferred this sort of behaviour, when possible, to the usual monarchial display, this emphasised by his choice of queen. He had been married early, in the normal arranged match for a king, to the Princess Joanna, sister of Edward the Third of England; but she had died, without offspring, and then he had become attracted to and married this young widow of no lofty degree, Margaret Drummond, daughter of Sir Malcolm Drummond, a mere knight, and who had been wed previously to Sir John Logie, another knight, executed for being party to a plot to replace Robert the Bruce, and had had a child by him. But, so far, she had not produced an heir for David. But they seemed reasonably happy together. Scotland had had not a few Queen Margarets, but never one of this sort.

The king, it seemed, was much concerned over the situation up in Moray, Buchan, Banff and the north generally, where, after the death of Agnes’s brother John, third Randolph earl, there had been no resident overlord, and feuding and squabbling over lands and privileges by various factions up there developed, in especial the Comyns of Buchan and Badenoch, ever troublemakers, and William, Earl of Ross, and even the people of the old Earl of Mar. Something would have to be done about this, particularly with John, Lord of the Isles, son-in-law of the Steward, making inroads into the Highland mainland. These Highland clans were ever at feud; but the situation was getting worse, and there could be civil war up there, and the royal authority set at naught, more especially with Aberdeenshire becoming involved. He hoped that John of Moray would not be long in going up to his earldom and seeking to impose some order there, acting as his royal representative. He would give him full authority.

John was distinctly shaken over this unexpected elevation to become the king’s lieutenant and arbiter up in those unruly parts, apparently, he who at the age of twenty-two had had no experience in such matters of rule and governance, especially over other and established earls, lords and chiefs. He looked doubtfully at his mother and brother, as David spoke. Black Agnes gave him a brief nod and smile, perceiving his unease, presumably intended to be comforting. It was, a little, for he had great faith in her.

They spent a comfortable night at the abbey, George, in their shared room, seeming much amused by his brother’s new status and standing. He declared that, if necessary, he would come up to Moray hereafter and help to impose the royal will on the wild Hielantmen, with a contingent of his Dunbar man and Merse mosstroopers, this scarcely encouraging John, ere he slept.

Back to Dunbar next day, his mother telling him not to worry unduly. Those northern lords were all at odds, and could be played off one against another in the king’s cause. They would never make a united front against the monarch’s representative. Johnnie must use his wits, and he would not have to use his sword, she judged.

That was some slight relief, at least.
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If John was in no hurry to assume his major and rather dreaded responsibilities in the north, his liege-lord was otherwise, and fairly urgent about it. So it was not long before the summons came to attend on the king for more detailed instructions. And, well understanding her son’s lack of eagerness in the matter, Black Agnes announced that, for his first essay up to Moray, she would accompany him, where her reputation and standing as the late regent’s daughter, as well as her knowledge of the land and its people, would be of positive help. Although he did not wish to be shepherded by his mother, John was in fact grateful for this.

But before they set out for Edinburgh again, and thereafter for the north, Agnes gave her son a fairly thorough description of the territory he was going to try to govern and control. Moray was a large earldom, as far as land was concerned, almost five hundred square miles of it, she revealed. It was one of the original seven Celtic mormaordoms of the ri, or lesser kings, and extended from the Moray Firth shores of Nairn and Forres and Banff to the edges of Aberdeenshire, even into that last in some small measure, a source of trouble; and westwards to Lochaber, even Glengarry and Mamore; and southwards to the borders of Atholl, including great Strathspey. Its capital was Elgin, but Inverness was almost more important, as principal port of the Highlands and key to the Great Glen, and Ross to the north. That was the original extent, but there had been some reductions since MacBeth’s time – he had been Mormaor of Moray before becoming king – with the Comyn lordships of Lochaber and Badenoch, Buchan and Lochindorb hiving off. All this, far from enheartening John, made him the more doubtful, unfortunately.

When they saw the monarch again at the Abbey of Holy Rood, he was pleased that Black Agnes was going to accompany her son on this initial introduction to his earldom, where her influence would be valuable, he asserted. He gave them a survey of his principal concerns up there, emphasising John of the Isles’ ever-growing attempts to grasp the areas of Lochaber and Glengarry, and his refusal to pay the dues and taxes levied upon his properties, acting the all but independent monarch, as had done his ancestor, Somerled. His behaviour was upsetting the clans Mackintosh, Grant, Shaw and Campbell. Also the Earl of Ross was increasing his dominance in the Inverness area; and there were troubles between the Grants of Strathspey and the Comyns of Badenoch, whose lands joined. David was concerned that these Comyns, and their allies the Comyns of Buchan, should not be unduly antagonised in the efforts to establish royal control and peace, for although in the past they had been great trouble-makers in the realm, he had managed to establish fairly good relations with them, and did not want this endangered. So John must seek to balance fair judgment and remedial measures with tact.

But the king’s prime concern, at this stage, was with the royal lands and thaneage of Kintore, further south, in the earldom of Mar. The aged Earl Thomas was in his dotage, and in the care of two kinsmen of his divorced second wife, Erskines, who were misbehaving and causing upsets. They were seeking to oust the Keiths from lands in Kintore, especially Hallforest, this despite the fact that the Keiths were hereditary Great Marischals of Scotland, appointed so by Robert the Bruce. The Hallforest branch was not the main stem of the family, to be sure, which was at Dunnottar in Kincardineshire; but the Mar encroachments were worrying Keith the Marischal, and he was complaining and threatening to take strong action if the king did not intervene, since Hallforest was in a royal thaneage. So to give John the necessary authority, David was appointing him Thane of Kintore, as well as Earl of Moray, thus becoming royal representative with major powers. Thanes were of an ancient office, personal crown lieutenants, few of which still survived, Kintore one of them.

Not a little bemused by all this, John was scarcely grateful for the honour, although his mother said that it was a notable advancement, as well as adding to his powers.

David had one further honour to bestow. He there and then took a sword and knighted the younger man, in front of his mother. So he had suddenly become Sir John, Earl of Moray and Thane of Kintore. What would George say to that?

Mother and son did not commence the lengthy journey northwards from Edinburgh directly, but returned to Dunbar, to pursue it much more conveniently than on horseback, for some two hundred miles. The Earls of Dunbar and March had, in the past, established quite a trading empire with Norway, the Baltic states and the Low Countries, for which much shipping was required, for the wool, salted meats, timber, even hewn stone, basing their vessels on Dunbar harbour, Eyemouth and Berwick. So now they could travel north by sea, at least as far as the port of Stonehaven, near which rose the castle of Dunnottar, the Keiths’ main seat, where they could obtain good horses for their onward progress to Kintore, and thereafter on to Elgin. There was a ship based at Dunbar named Meg of Skateraw, and it happened to be in harbour there at this time, although it was due to sail for the Baltic shortly. It could take the countess and her son up to Stonehaven in a couple of days, and come back in time to sail eastwards across the Norse Sea.

When George heard of all this, nothing would do but that he would accompany them as far as this Dunnottar, and then return with the Meg.

So two days later they set sail on John’s initiation as earl and thane, a momentous occasion, George making a pretended fuss about his brother now a knight when he was not, senior as he was in age and status.

With a following south-west wind they made excellent time up the coasts of Fife and Angus to those of Kincardine, a comparatively small shire or sheriffdom, wedged between those of Angus and Aberdeen. They covered the distance, of just under one hundred miles, in a day and night. Just before turning in to the port of Stonehaven, they passed beneath the majestic castle of Dunnottar, built on top of what was all but a high rocky isle, linked to the shore by only a narrow and low strip of land, there seeming to be quite a cluster of separate buildings up there, not the usual towers within a curtain-walled courtyard, all but a small village indeed. There was no landing-place there, however, beneath the steep cliffs, so the Meg had to go on to Stonehaven itself, a quite large harbour and little town.

Landing there, the trio had no option but to walk and climb back the mile to Dunnottar, where, even when they gained the nearest landward approach, it was not at all clear how the castle was to be reached, so isolated was its steep hump of rock. Dunbar Castle made remarkable use of its own sea-girt stacks, but at least its gatehouse tower was based on land. Here there was nothing such.

They had to make their way down the steep, zigzagging path and on to the little neck of rock and grass, which acted as a sort of bridge over to the high isthmus, thereafter to start to climb up a still steeper track in a narrow defile, Black Agnes declaring that these Keiths must be very pleased with their own company to live in a place like this; and their horses remarkably nimble of hoof to pick their way up here, old droppings on the track showing that they did however.

Two-thirds of the way up they came to the first barrier, a high wall closing the defile, with a gatehouse over the arched entrance. Here they were hailed by guards, with the demand to know who came uninvited to Dunnottar? Probably few women, and on foot, ever arrived so.

John, making his first declaration of authority, shouted back that here was the Earl of Moray, in the king’s name, come to speak with the Knight Marischal.

That got the gate opened, and a man came down to inspect them somewhat askance. But apparently satisfied, he conducted them further up the steep track to another similar barrier and gatehouse, the heavy gate here open, however, and they passed through unchallenged. There was a third such obstacle to negotiate, where they were again inspected, before being admitted on to the top of the rock, Agnes by now somewhat breathless with all the climbing.

They found themselves on a level platform, of greater extent than appeared from below, perhaps four acres of it, dotted with individual buildings of different sorts, one actually seeming to be a church, extraordinary as this might be to find in such a place. There was a great square keep at the south-west edge of the rock, a line of stables, with living quarters above, storehouses, bakehouse, brewhouse, barracks, even a smith’s forge. None of this was unusual perhaps in a large castle, save for the church, which was odd indeed, this no mere chapel.

The guard led them to the keep, where their arrival had been spotted, and a servitor waited to discover this small group’s intentions. Black Agnes it was who announced that Sir William Keith, if he was here present, would be glad to see them, the Earl of Moray and his mother and brother of Dunbar and March. That had the enquirer ushering them into the vaulted basement entry, and hurrying off upstairs.

They had not long to wait before an elderly and a younger man came down, their interest and surprise evident. Sir William knew the countess, for he had married Barbara, of Seton of that Ilk, a senior Lothian vassal of the Cospatricks. He greeted them with a mixture of warmth and astonishment. Her sons he had not met. He introduced the younger man with him as his own eldest son, Robert.

The explained reasons behind this unexpected visit pleased the Keiths, needless to say, for they were much concerned over the Kintore and Hallforest situation, and the activities of the Mar kinsmen, and were glad that the king was thus demonstrating his concern.

They proved to be a congenial family, such of them as were there present, the Lady Barbara motherly and friendly, and three sons, Robert, Richard and Edward, easy also to get on with. There apparently was another son, Philip, a churchman, absent, and a daughter who was married to a Douglas. The visitors were well entertained.

George had to get back presently to Stonehaven and the ship, for the return voyage. He was lent a horse, and departed, wishing his brother well in all his activities in the north, and again promising help in the form of manpower, if required.

The Keiths had some affinity with the Cospatricks, for, like them, they were of ancient Celtic stock, not of Norman extraction like so much of the Scots nobility. They had come into prominence in the year 1010, and none so far from here, when, at a battle with invading Danes, an ancestor had greatly distinguished himself by turning the tide of the struggle and slaying the Viking leader, Camus, single-handed, this so pleasing King Malcolm the Second that he thereupon dipped the royal finger in the blood of the dead Dane, and drew three perpendicular strokes on Keith’s shield, this symbol still being the heraldic device of the family, three columns of red on white, with a dagger dripping blood as crest. A successor had been created Hereditary Marshal, or Marischal, of Scotland. Sir William’s father had commanded Scots cavalry at Bannockburn, and had been given lands in the royal thaneage of Kintore, Hallforest, by Bruce, and this had brought the Keiths up to these parts, for Keith itself, from which they took their name, was in Lothian, indeed bordering the Dunbar earldom lands.

John learned that a Keith cousin, in Hallforest, was being constantly troubled, his castle assailed, by the Erskine relations of the housebound and mind-wandering 13th Earl of Mar, these claiming that it was an intrusion on the earldom, and that not only Hallforest but the entire thaneage should belong to Mar and not be a royal possession. During King David’s long captivity in England they had been nibbling away at it, and the Keiths’ holdings had suffered sorely. So now John’s first task was to act to right this situation. Sir William said that his eldest son, Robert, would be at the new Thane of Kintore’s disposal, to assist in any way he could.

John and his mother remained two days at Dunnottar, quite enjoying their visit. They learned that Sir William had begun to build this castle some thirty years previously, on the remains of a Pictish fort, this whereon a Celtic Church missionary had established his diseart, or hermitage cell, to commune with his Maker, as was the custom of these Columban saints; and this, in time, had developed into a church when the Roman faith had taken over in Scotland, at the time of St Margaret – this however inconvenient its location must have been for the worshippers to reach. Keith had not sought to interfere with this odd situation in his castle-building, but the then Primate, Bishop of St Andrews, had been much incensed at what he called the desecration of holy ground, and had in fact excommunicated Sir William over it all. An appeal to the Vatican, however, had the then Pope reversing the excommunication, on condition that Keith built a new parish church in a more convenient position. This he had willingly done, and peace with Holy Church was restored.

John and his mother, with Robert Keith and half a dozen supporting men, left Dunnottar in due course, to head for Kintore.

They headed north-westwards a dozen miles through low hills, to reach the great River Dee at Banchory, there to swing northwards another twenty miles, by Dunecht, through Mar, to Kintore on the River Don, these two the greatest rivers of Aberdeenshire. They met with no problems on the way, whatever the unrest in the area. Kintore proved to have quite a large township, in pleasing country flanking the wide river, with its thane’s castle nearby on the higher ground of Crichie, no very imposing fortalice, in the care of an aged keeper, who was much alarmed to find himself having to entertain and pay allegiance to a new thane in the person of the Earl of Moray and, more notably still, Black Agnes of Dunbar, whose reputation was nationwide. That effective lady promptly had the keeper’s wife and daughters improving conditions, and making more comfortable quarters for the new arrivals.

John enquired as to the situation at Hallforest, apparently some three miles to the south, and was informed that the Mar people had made life so difficult for the Keith laird, stealing his cattle, burning his barns and wrecking his mill, that he had left the castle, and gone with his family to lodge in the priory of St Michael’s of Kinkell, the most important ecclesiastical establishment of the area, its prior a prebendary of St Machar’s Cathedral at Aberdeen. This religious community was only a mile or so north of Kintore’s royal burgh, made so by William the Lion, despite its modest size, presumably because it was in the royal thanedom. John recognised that this conflict of authority within the earldom of Mar could be productive of trouble; but his duty was to establish King David’s overall prerogative and peace locally, whatever the rights and wrongs of the matter.

It was decided to visit Hallforest first, then Kinkell, and possibly thereafter Kildrummy Castle, the main seat of the earldom of Mar, to learn the details and extent of the dispute, and seek to reconcile all in some fashion, without recourse to force if possible.

Hallforest lay amongst wooded slopes and shallow vales in what had been the royal hunting forest of the Bruce, formerly called Camus-stone, where a great stone monument had been erected to celebrate the victory of 1010, where the early Keith had distinguished himself. Well before they reached the small castle they saw signs of trouble, empty cot-houses with thatch roofs burned, wrecked barns and the like. They found the castle itself deserted, but not damaged. Presumably the ravagers came from Kildrummy, some thirty-five miles to the west, although still on the Don, in which case they must have some more local base for their depredations. They did come across a man, leading a garron loaded with peats, who at sight of them bolted for a seemingly undamaged cottage, evidently assuming them to be more troublemakers. When they rode up to the door it was kept barred against them until Robert Keith shouted that he was a Keith, and had here with him the Earl of Moray, Thane of Kintore, on King David’s business. That got the door unbarred for them, and the alarmed cottager, when asked, told them that the Mar raiders, when they came, based themselves at Fetternear, not far from Kemnay, to the west; but that they had not been in evidence for a couple of weeks.

Seeing no point in proceeding that far meantime, the enquirers turned back for Kinkell Priory, some four miles to the north, Keith guiding them.

He advised that they should visit the Camus Stone, erected by King Malcolm, this lying between Kintore and the thane’s castle, and less than two miles from Kinkell Priory. Reaching it, they found a great circular stone, a vast object, bearing an incised wheel-cross of highly unusual design, elaborately carved. Keith, who naturally was very interested in this, since what had happened here had brought his family up to Mar, said that there had allegedly been a Celtic Church chapel beside the stone, but this had disappeared, only the remarkable wheel-cross remaining to mark the holy site.

Moving on, and over a ford, they found on the east bank of Don a fine and extensive monastic establishment and hospice, where the other John Keith and his family had taken refuge, the monks very helpful and sympathetic. But the prior was in a difficult situation, it seemed, for he did not want to antagonise the earldom of Mar by getting too involved in the Hallforest controversy, for he had six other dependent churches scattered around the area, five of them on Mar land.

“Yet you provide refuge and succour for the Keiths,” John put to him. “Will that not offend these Mar raiders?”

“I hope not,” he was told. “Keith of Hallforest is a good man, and has ever supported my priory. Bishop Alexander of Aberdeen deems him worthy. I would help him if I could.”

John glanced at his mother, listening. He drew a deep breath. “And you could, Prior David, if so you wished,” he said.

“How that, my lord? Other than sheltering him and his?”

“The threat of excommunication!” He heard his mother’s deep breath, now.

“Excommunication! But, but . . .”

“It is a potent malison is it not? Sir William Keith, the Marischal, was excommunicated by the Bishop of St Andrews for what was named profaning holy ground, over the church on his rock of Dunnottar. These raiders are doing the like, are they not? We have seen the havoc they have wrought, and some none so far from the thane’s castle. We have just visited the Camus Stone, with its great cross of Christ. And there was a chapel there once, we are told. Damage has been done thereabouts. The threat which your Bishop of Aberdeen could pronounce, of excommunication, if the raiding and damage does not cease? What of that?”

The prior eyed him, eyed them all, wonderingly.

“Here is a notion, indeed!” Black Agnes declared. “Would you do it?”

“It need only be the threat of it, I would judge,” John added. “Excommunication is a dire matter. Not only, I understand, are the services of Holy Church denied, the eucharist, marriage, baptisms, burial, but being shunned by all the faithful, no rights of patronage, no dues payable from Church-used lands. More, you no doubt know of. The threat of it, see you.”

“Bishop Alexander might well not agree to do it, my lord.”

“Need he be approached, first? We will be going to the Mar seat, Kildrummy castle. Come with us, or send one to represent you, to declare that you will so urge the bishop if the assaults and raiding are not halted. This would greatly assist our efforts, and aid the king’s cause.”

“I . . . I will think on this,” he was told.

When they were alone, Agnes informed her son that she was proud of him. She had told him, at the start of all this to use his wits in his new role; she had scarcely realised that those wits were thus sharp!

“It was the Marischal’s account of his excommunication, which came to me,” he said. “If one bishop could do it, over a church, so could another. And this Camus Stone and former chapel . . .”

“It is a notable proposal, my lord,” Robert Keith said. “My father will deem this worthy, I say!”

The Hallforest Keith, when he heard of it all, expressed equal admiration, with the hopes that it would enable him and his to return to their home and see an end to their troubles.

They all passed a comfortable evening in the Kinkell hospice, learning that this priory was a very ancient and prestigious establishment, the very name of Kinkell meaning head church. It had always been dedicated to Michael the Archangel, reputed to be the chief adversary of Satan, and God’s vice-regent. There was a celebrated Michael’s Fair held here each year, to which clerics and others came from near and far. So its prebendary prior was one of the foremost churchmen of the diocese; thus, if he would do as urged, it would make the threat to the Mar people the more effective.

In the morning Prior David announced that he had considered and prayed over it, and decided that he should co-operate. He would not go with his visitors in person, but would send his sub-prior, Thomas, to make the pronouncement of the threat, hoping that this would be sufficient for their purpose, and not require him to go to the bishop requesting the fulmination. This well satisfied John and his mother.

They did not delay, and with a somewhat doubtful Sub-Prior Thomas, set off westwards to ride the thirty-five miles up Don, by Kemnay and Monymusk and Alford, fair country indeed, which had the visitors wondering why the Mar representatives were so ambitious to acquire the thaneage of Kintore when they had so much excellent land already.

Not riding very fast, with Agnes and the cleric to consider, it took them most of the day to reach their destination. They found Kildrummy to be a huge castle, used as they were to great houses, set on the rising ground west of the Don, on the edge of a ravine. It was curiously shaped, in the form of a shield, massive round towers linked by high curtain walls, these enclosing, amongst other buildings, a chapel – which might just have some relevance in their cause.

Even Black Agnes had never seen Kildrummy before, although it was a famous place, not only for being the seat of an ancient earldom, another like Moray, one of the seven original mormaordoms of Alba. Here it was that Elizabeth de Burgh, the Bruce’s wife, and his brother Nigel, had been betrayed by the castle blacksmith, who had set fire to the castle while it was being besieged by the Earl of Pembroke for King Edward; Nigel had managed to smuggle the queen out, with her step-daughter Marjorie, in the darkness, with the Earl of Atholl to escort them, but he himself remained to fight. He was captured, and died horribly. The queen was again betrayed, by the Balliol supporter the then Earl of Ross, and captured at Tain. Here, again besieged by the usurping Balliol, Bruce’s sister, married to Gartney of Mar, defended it successfully. Now, it seemed, Kildrummy was in sad decline, with Thomas, 13th earl and last of his line, without offspring, ill in mind as well as body; and some far-out kin, Comyns of the Buchan stem, taking over and misbehaving.

When John announced his identity, demanding, in the king’s name, to see the Earl Thomas, the guard kept the visitors waiting for some time, before returning to the gatehouse with a youngish man, who announced himself to be John Comyn of Ardtannies, and who said that the Earl of Mar was sick, and could see no one. What brought the Earl of Moray to Kildrummy?

His Grace the king’s business, he was told, and entrance required, in the royal name.

So, grudgingly, they were admitted, and in the principal tower met another and younger man, William Comyn of Dubston, no more welcoming, both these eyeing Black Agnes in especial warily. That woman, declaring that she had known Earl Thomas of old, demanded to be conducted into his presence, whatever his state. They were taken reluctantly upstairs to a chamber, which smelled unpleasantly, where they found a haggard old man lying on a great bed and staring up at the celling, muttering to himself. He paid no attention to the newcomers, even when Agnes went close and spoke to him.

Eyeing his mother and Sub-Prior Thomas, John addressed the two Comyna.

“Your depredations into the royal lands of Kintore, of which I am now thane, and in especial the Keith lands of Hallforest, have greatly angered the king,” he said. “These must cease forthwith, and compensation be paid. Or you will suffer greatly for it.”

“Kintore, my lord, is but a thaneage. Within the earldom of Mar,” the older Comyn asserted. “It is not any lordship of itself, its thanes but holders meantime, not owners. As you, an earl, must know.”

“The king’s authority rules in the earldom of Mar, sir, as it does elsewhere in this his realm. I come, sent to see that it does.”

“My lord Earl Thomas, here, is sick, and requires his rights to be upheld. And Hallforest, in especial, offends. Paying him no dues.”

“Keith of Hallforest pays his dues to the crown, as is right. Your attitude as to his property offends His Grace.”

The Comyn, tight-lipped, made no reply.

“So – you will cease your raiding?”

Still no response.

“Then, if not, you will pay. And pay dearly. As will the Earl Thomas, however poor his health. The king could order me to use armed force against you. But such might be . . . unsuitable against a sick man. So – there is another payment. More dire still.” He gestured towards the bed. “Excommunication! How say you to that?”

The Comyns stared, lips no longer tight.

“It is the penalty for assailing Holy Church. And you know what excommunication results in! I think that I need not tell you.” And John turned to the sub-prior.

That man took a breath, and spoke. “My Prebendary Prior David of Kinkell, under whose authority this comes, will petition the Bishop of St Andrews to pronounce excommunication upon yourselves and the Earl of Mar if this ill-doing does not cease, and if you do not vow that it does so. This I am to declare.” That came out in something of a rush.

The Comyns eyed each other, lost for words.

“How say you?” John demanded. “For you, it would be sufficiently ill. But for an old and sick man . . . If he dies, no prayers for his soul, no last rites, no Christian burial. The chapel here barred off. And how think you his sister, wed to the Earl of Douglas, his heiress, would act?”

There was a long silence. It was Black Agnes who broke it.

“I know what I would do, if I was the Countess of Douglas and Mar. I would descend on your lands, wherever they are, and destroy them. And imprison you both, if not hang you! And receive the blessing of the Church for so doing!”

“We . . . we will have to think on this,” the older Comyn got out.

“Think now!” John advised. “We are not here to wait on your decision. We return to Kinkell Priory.” He pointed over to the bed, where Earl Thomas was still peering upwards, not at them, mumbling.

Comyn of Dubston gripped the other’s arm, in agitation. Ardtannies nodded.

“Very well,” he said. “It . . . it shall be so.”

“You swear that all raiding shall cease? And satisfaction be paid? Swear here and now, before these witnesses?”

“Yes, I do.”

“And I,” Dubston said.

“So be it. See you to it. I shall not be far away. In Moray. And shall be told if you fail in this. And I will not fail to act!” John glanced over at his mother, and then towards the sick man on the bed. “We will leave you now.”

It was a servitor, not the Comyns, who escorted the callers back to their horses in the courtyard, and then out under the gatehouse arch.

Mounted and away, Agnes told her son that he had the makings of a worthy Earl of Moray, if he could keep it up!

They halted for the night at one of the Kinkell hospices, at Monymusk, before returning to the priory, where a quite relieved incumbent was thankful to hear that he did not have to go to Aberdeen to try to persuade the bishop to pronounce the anathema.

Next day, it was north by west for them, for Elgin, Robert Keith insisting that his father would expect him to go with them.
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It made long riding up to the capital of Moray, Elgin, fully eighty miles – for this Mar interlude was a special assignment of King David’s, and not really part of John’s Moray responsibilities. They went by Inverugie, up that river by Culsalmond, then into Strathbogie and up the Deveron to Craigellachie, on the lower Spey, where there was a hospice and they spent the night, in Moray now. They discussed the problems ahead as they rode. There were three main sources of trouble: the Comyns, the Lord of the Isles and the Earl of Ross. It was the Comyn situation that was largely responsible for the state of affairs ahead. The Comyn earldom of Buchan had been very strong up here, especially allied to that of the lordship of Badenoch and Lochaber. But Alexander of Buchan had died, leaving only two daughters, the elder married to an Englishman, de Beaumont, and the other to the son of William, Earl of Ross. So the earldom was presently vacant, with consequent disharmony, as the two daughters’ husbands, and lesser Comyns, squabbled over lands and seniority. Ross was seeking to establish his son’s claim and had invaded Comyn land; and the Badenoch or Red Comyns, the senior branch of the house, were taking the opportunity to extend their power eastwards into the lower Strathspey, this greatly upsetting Clan Grant, settled there. This Comyn clash in Mar was bound to have some impact on it all.
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