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Remembering Philip
 my son


Hush fell on that hall as though by the dropping of some great, heavy curtain. If Queen Marie had wished to make an impact, she was not disappointed. Men stared at her, then at Henry and Alexander, then at each other – and finally over at Durward. No voice was raised, only breaths drawn and expelled, for moments on end. Few there, indeed, would fail to recognise the implications, or some of them. The eldest daughter of the late King legitimised. This Alexander’s eldest sister. Heir to the throne then. He a boy of his tenth year. His undoubted successor. And ten-year-olds do not always reach maturity, especially in such circumstances. And now Henry’s daughter his Queen, and this last after so much planning and contrivance. Threat to it all, indeed.

The silence continued, until Alexander himself broke it. ‘I do not like that man,’ he declared.
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David de Lindsay looked down at himself, hitched his belt round a little so that the handsome jewelled buckle was central and the decorative dirk hung at his right hip without dangling, and glanced over at his mother.


“Do I look aright?” he wondered.


The Lady Elizabeth nodded. “Well enough,” she judged. “You will never look so fine as did your father. But that is scarcely your fault, is it? Probably mine! But you will do well enough, Davy. Especially if you can find occasion to smile. You have a warmer smile than ever he had!”


Sir David de Lindsay, Justiciar, Baron of Luffness, Lord of Barnweill and The Byres, had been reckoned one of the handsomest men of his age, and one of the most spectacular dressers, suitable in one who had managed to marry one of the greatest heiresses in the land, and of the ancient royal line into the bargain – hard for a plain-faced and far from elegant young man to follow and live up to.


David nodded resignedly. “I cannot think that there will be much to smile at in a parliament,” he said.


“Who knows? Enough nonsense is usually talked!” The Lady Elizabeth had a mordant wit and a tongue to match. “You will scarcely need to sparkle and shine there, boy, I swear!”


“I shall say nothing, belike . . .”


“Probably that would be wisest. The less said, the less to regret. Would that so many would remember that. My brother in especial! He will no doubt much hold forth. And to little effect.” She smiled and her smile, considering her style and reputation, could be remarkably warm also, on occasion. “Off with you, then. A pity if you arrive late for your first parliament.” She looked as though she was going to kiss her elder son, then thought better of it. “Give your Uncle Patrick my greetings, even though he does not deserve them. And if you come across any young women at Roxburgh, remember that there are others just as fair-seeming all over this land, and possibly better endowed!”


David, who had heard that sort of advice before, made no comment. He bowed to the Lady of Luffness – who had clearly no wish to become the Dowager Lady of Luffness – and turned, to make for the door and down the winding turnpike stair, almost at the run now.


Out in the great courtyard of Luffness Castle he found Pate Dunbar waiting for him, with the two horses saddled and ready. Although Pate, a year older than himself, at twenty-three, was his servitor, he was also his friend – as was the more acceptable in that they were blood relations, full cousins indeed, save that Pate was illegitimate, the by-blow of the said Uncle Patrick, Earl of Dunbar and March, his mother’s brother; and so, in fact, as far as blood went, of even loftier strain than any Lindsays, who were only eight generations on from the Norman adventurer who had come north with David the First two centuries before. For the Earls of Dunbar and March were direct descendants of the ancient Celtic royal line of Scotland, more authentically royal than King Alexander himself. Of so lofty lineage were they that they allowed themselves no surname, baptismal names sufficing, so that David’s mother was styled the Lady Elizabeth only, not using her late husband’s Lindsay; and her brother was just Cospatrick, or more usually Earl Patrick. By the same token, his by-blow Pate added Dunbar to his name, as indication of his illegitimacy.


“Roxburgh, then,” David said, mounting. “How long, think you, Pate?”


“Going by the Ystrad of Gifford, over Lammermuir to the Dye Water and down the western edge of the Merse to Wedderlie and the Earlston of Ersildoune, thirty-five miles I’d say, but with the higher ground to climb. By Haddington and Humbie to Soutra and down Lauderdale, over forty, of easier going. Four hours either way, as you ride!”


“Aye, then. Let us take the shorter road. There is a council first, then the parliament to start at three hours after noon. We should have time aplenty.”


The other shrugged and grinned. He was a much better-looking young man than was David, less square and rugged of feature. “The poor horses!” he observed.


“They grow fat, lacking work.” Which was not strictly true of as fine a pair of beasts as would be seen south of the Scotwater, or Firth of Forth.


Pate mounted, and they rode together from the keep doorway across the cobbles of the courtyard and out through the gatehouse’s arched pend between the twin circular drum-towers which supported the portcullis and flanked the drawbridge. This last was already down for them, and the portcullis up; and with a wave to the gate-porters they clattered across the moat and down its quite steep seawards bank beyond to the fishing hamlet of Luffnaraw. Luffness Castle was a great and powerful place, built above the shore of the wide Aberlady Bay on the Scotwater Firth, a strong position reinforced by deep ditches and the water-filled moat, its twenty-foot-high curtain walls topped by parapet and wall-walk, its angle-towers and bastions. It had been built, a century before, by the Dunbar earls to guard their vast new central Lothian lands, just as Dunbar Castle itself, fifteen miles away, guarded those to the east. David’s great-grandfather, Sir William de Lindsay, had won it when he, like his grandson after him, had married a daughter of the then Earl of Dunbar, the fourth. This was her portion or dowry, on condition that the Lindsays protected the earl’s nearby properties.


The two young men, greeting such of the fisherfolk of Luffnaraw as were to be seen that morning, rounded the castle’s perimeter east-about and turned due southwards, to ride across the marshy levels of Luffness Muir, cattle-dotted but kept deliberately undrained and free of trees, save the odd stunted hawthorn, for defensive reasons; no enemy could creep up on the castle unseen this way. But there was a road, or rather something of a causeway across.


A mile of this and they came to firmer ground where was the nunnery of Ballencrieff, where there were the women to wave to at work in the fields, the orchards, and amongst the rows of bee-skeps, culling wax for their candle-making. Now the land began to rise in grassy folds to the Garmylton Hills, amongst which folds rose the lesser castle of The Byres of Garmylton, so known humorously from the first as indication by its Lindsay lords that it was little better than a cow-byre. Nevertheless it had been raised in time to be a lordship in its own right; and now, since his father’s death the year before, David’s full style was Lord of Luffness, Barnweill, Crawford and The Byres. It had indeed been his portion until he succeeded to all, although he had never lived there. Now, in due course, he would probably hand it over to his young brother John.


Surmounting that green ridge of the Garmylton Hills, suddenly the land opened before them, the wide and fertile Vale of Tyne, reaching across miles of tillable land up and up to the long, heather-clad escarpment, dominating all, that was the Lammermuir Hills, so much higher and more formidable than those of Garmylton, the watershed which separated Lothian from the Borderland. Across that vale and that great barrier they had to go, and far beyond. This was no easy-going ride by well-trodden tracks and by-ways – and with David dressed in his best, too.


Skirting well to the east of the county town of Haddington, they crossed Tyne at the ford of the nuns’ abbey, and began the long climb to Lammermuir. Thus far it was all very familiar to the horsemen, for not only were the Lindsays frequently in Haddington, where markets were held and justiciary courts sat and meetings were arranged, but the Lammermuirs themselves provided no little proportion of the baronial wealth, and not only for themselves. These long rounded hills, over four hundred square miles of them, were the main sheep-rearing area of Scotland, pasturing their hundreds of thousands of the creatures, the wool from which, exported mainly from Berwick-on-Tweed, the greatest seaport of the kingdom, constituted one of its principal sources of revenue. The Scots lords, temporal and spiritual, however lofty their lineage or resounding their style, would have been sore deprived without these baaing sheep.


Over those breezy heather uplands, then, they rode mile upon mile, across swelling, breastlike contours, dipping into and out of empty valleys, empty that is of all but sheep and the occasional shepherd and his dogs, until at length the land dwindled and sank before them to a vast rolling plain, ridged and furrowed in minor scale but a plain nevertheless, stretching into the hazy distance where, almost a score of miles away, another line of even higher summits could be discerned, the Cheviots, the border of England. For this before them was the Merse, or March, from which the Cospatrick earls took their second title, the boundary-land, and fair indeed, save for its bloody history. Battleground might have been a better name for it; but not at this present, with no war with England and Henry the Third the King’s brother-in-law.


Down into the plain they descended, to cross this western edge of the Merse, by Gimmerlaw, Lamb Hill, Ewelaw and Wedderlie and other places with sheepish names, however unsheepish were the occupants of these small Border towers and fortalices; necessarily so to survive constant English raiding, no war notwithstanding – and equal raiding from their own kind, as was the Marchmen’s way of life and death. They came to Gordon, where another of the Norman adventurers had settled, his descendants having taken the name and were now great. Now they could see the wide Tweed valley ahead of them and journey’s end. David reckoned that he might have half of an hour in hand.


Roxburgh might seem a strange place to hold a Scots parliament, at the very southern tip of the land, with the English borderline only ten miles away. But here, deliberately, the great David the First had established his seat, palace, and his abbeys nearby, in a determined effort to bring an end to the long-standing warfare between the two kingdoms; here rather than at one of the great fortress-citadels of Edinburgh, Stirling or Dumbarton – he who had been hostage in England for so long, and on succeeding to the throne of his brothers, had brought up all his young Norman friends to help him in his endeavours for good government and peace, Lindsay amongst them. That was well over a century ago, but his royal descendants still looked on this Roxburgh as their favourite base, indeed home. King Alexander the Second was David’s great-great-grandson, and normally held his court here.


Roxburgh Castle was an extraordinary place by any standards, and extraordinarily sited. It was, in itself, a fortified township crowning the ridge of a long, narrow peninsula where the great rivers of Tweed and Teviot joined, surely the longest castle in Scotland, since the ridge of rock was only some score of yards wide, dropping sheerly on each side into the two rivers, so that only lengthwise could building be extended. Thus the stronghold consisted of a series of towers, halls, barracks and narrow courtyards, even a church – for David had been a pious prince as well as all else; rather like an extended town-street in fact, one building thick, set up there on its rock spine, immensely strong since it was approachable only from its western end, and that heavily defended by three moats cut in the solid stone, each with gatehouse and drawbridge. The builder may have been a man of peace but he was versed in the arts of war.


Long before they reached the crossing of Tweed, by an artificial ford with underwater stonework, well upstream from the castle, and itself heavily guarded, David and Pate were no longer alone in their travelling, with contingents of men converging from all directions on this place. David de Lindsay seemed to be unique in bringing with him only a tail of one; the other lords, barons, lairds, churchmen and commissioners to the parliament all appeared to be intent on proving how potent they were in armed men, folk very much to be reckoned with. Perhaps parliaments were not so much for talking and debate and policy-making but for displaying strength and power?


There was quite a large town of Roxburgh half a mile west of the castle, near the fords of Tweed and Teviot, more than any mere castleton, the most important community in all the East and Middle Marches of the Borderland. Here the King’s officers were ordering all attenders at the parliament to leave their followings – there was no room for them, or their horses, at the castle itself. There were sundry objections to this, needless to say, but the officers were adamant. Even great lords and bishops had to walk – although most of the greatest would already be at the council of state being held beforehand.


David, for one, was quite glad to stretch his legs after the long riding, as they strode past older, stiffer or more portly parliamentarians and their aides and esquires. It occurred to him that either this parliament was to be somewhat delayed or that there were a lot of latecomers. Perhaps such occasions never started on time?


At the first of the gatehouses and bridges they had to join a queue, while credentials for entry were checked. Although some appeared to be having difficulties here, David had none, for the guards had been reinforced for the duty by some of the Earl of Dunbar’s men, the greatest lord of these parts, and his nephew was known. They moved on, past two more gatehouses unchallenged, and into the castle proper, where the Lion Rampant standard, red on gold, flew above the many towers. There was still some sneering at this emblem, amongst the native Celtic stock rather than the imported Norman-Scots; the Black Boar on silver had been a sufficient device for the age-old line of monarchy stemming from the High Kings of ancient Alba; and why the present King’s father, William the Lyon – or how he got that name, although he was far from lionlike – felt impelled to change it to this ramping feline, none knew.


At one of the courtyards, the sheep were separated from the goats, that is, the parliament members were shepherded into the main great hall of the castle, whilst their attendants of whatever rank were led off elsewhere; there would surely not be room for all these in the minstrel galleries, clerestories, window-embrasures and the like? David and Pate parted.


In the hall itself David found all strictly partitioned. Up on the dais at the far end were the throne, the seats for the high officers of state and the table for the Chancellor and his clerks, at present all empty save for a few bustling churchmen. Below the dais steps were the stalls for the earls, on the right, with those of the Lords of Parliament behind; and on the left those of the Lords Spiritual, the bishops and mitred abbots. Then on the main floor were the benches for the majority of the members, in their various groupings, the holders of baronies, such as David; the ordinary abbots and priors; the knights of the counties; the sheriffs and lower justiciars. So were comprised the Three Estates of the Realm, the monarch sitting with his lords, the commoners and Holy Church.


The body of the hall was already crowded. There had not been a parliament for long, King Alexander having no enthusiasm for them, preferring to make decisions himself, with the aid of a small council of state. But occasionally they were necessary and advisable, for council decisions to be ratified and for major changes of policy, alliances, and dealings with other nations. This one was going to be well attended, it seemed.


David was directed to the barons’ seats, in front of the rest. Distinctly diffident, uncertain of his place, he hesitated, only too well aware of how differently his celebrated father would have behaved. Then he saw two men whom he knew, one a friend and neighbour, the other a far-out kinsman, sitting together. Perceiving him, they beckoned for him to join them, making room for him on their bench. They were Alexander Seton of that Ilk – Seton being the sea-town of Tranent, a few miles up the Scotwater from Aberlady Bay – the other Serle de Dundas, from the west of Lothian, he being a cadet of the Cospatrick earls and so in vague cousinship with the Lindsays, both a little older than himself and both holders of baronies. Relieved to have their company and guidance, David took his seat between them.


These two, as well as welcoming the newcomer to his first parliament, were full of news. Durward, Earl of Atholl, the most powerful noble in the land, was in a bad mood, blaming the King for favouring the Comyns – although he was married to one of the monarch’s bastard daughters. Bruce of Annandale was complaining that the ever-grasping Comyns were usurping his interests in Galloway and Dumfries. David, the Primate, Bishop of St Andrews, was declaring that the Abbot of Dunfermline ought not to be Chancellor, and that as Primate he should have the choice of that great office. And so on. Also that there was increasing competition to wed others of the monarch’s illegitimate daughters, who were now coming of marriageable age – Alexander did not seem able to father any other son than one, his legitimate heir, also named Alexander, now aged eight. The present council meeting should have been over an hour ago, so presumably there was trouble thereat.


They had time enough and to spare for talk, for the King and his councillors continued to delay their appearance, and it was almost two hours after the parliament was due to open. David asked whether this was normal, and was told that it was not. But Seton had been only at the one parliament hitherto, and Dundas at two, so their experience was limited.


That hall had become notably rowdy in the interim.


Then, at last, the High Seneschal came hurrying on to the dais, looking somewhat flustered, with his heralds and trumpeters, resplendent in the new Lion Rampant tabards the King’s father had found for them. The instrumentalists blew a flourish, which effectively stilled the clamour in the hall. The Seneschal turned towards the doorway from which he had just entered.


There was a pause, and as it continued the stir and chatter began to rise again. Then a procession of proudly dressed earls and lords and robed bishops began to file in, far from orderly, indeed jostling rather for position. Most David did not recognise, save for Alan, Lord of Galloway, Bruce of Annandale, Livingstone and one or two others. This company dispersed to take their seats in the various stances, and there was another pause, again prolonged, with the last arrivals being even more vocal than the generality of members. The Seneschal was beginning to look anxious again when Donald, Abbot of Dunfermline, came in, almost at the run, clutching papers, and behind him three clerical assistants, also with documents. The abbot was the Chancellor of the Realm and would act chairman of the parliament. He went to sit at the table on the dais, arranging his papers and rolls thereon.


Now the Seneschal signed to his trumpeters, who produced another fanfare, and this time, without delay, in paced the great officers of state, the High Steward, the High Constable, the Knight Marischal, the Chamberlain, plus the Primate of Holy Church, the Bishop of St Andrews. These took up position at the back of the dais.


More trumpeting, and the Seneschal signed for all to stand. Then in came three individuals bearing the royal symbols – and these, however high they held their heads, seemed to be in some dubiety as to who should enter first. Then Alan Durward, Earl of Atholl, bearing aloft the great two-handed sword of state, distinctly aggressively, got in front, followed by Sir John Comyn, Lord of Badenoch and Lochaber, holding the sceptre, and then Patrick, Earl of Dunbar and March, carrying the crown on its cushion. These came to place their burdens on the Chancellor’s table, unceremoniously pushing aside mere papers, and went to their seats, but remaining standing.


There was another and still more lengthy pause. Then a herald at the door signalled to the Seneschal, and this time a prolonged blare of trumpets shook the hall. And in strode a short, thick-set figure of middle years, undistinguished as to features and carriage but having a strange air of almost scornful authority, clad much less notably than most of his councillors but wearing round his brows the simple circlet of gleaming gold – Alexander the Second, by the Grace of God, High King of Scots. He stalked over to the throne, stood beside it for a few moments, considering all the company with a careful, indeed almost critical scrutiny, as though possibly computing supporters or the reverse, and then sat down.


Everybody else could now sit.


Then there was an unusual and unexpected development. The King glanced back at the dais doorway and raised a beckoning hand. And out therefrom, led by a young woman, the only female in all that great assembly, came a small boy of about eight years, sturdy, open-featured, round-eyed but not apparently over-awed by it all, a fair-haired lad, and a deal more good-looking than the monarch. They went over to the throne where the girl patted her charge’s head and then left him beside the King and, bowing, turned to retire whence she had come, but unhurriedly, gracefully – and she was notably good-looking also. The boy, Prince Alexander, heir to the throne and apple of his father’s eye, grinned at his father. He remained standing there.


In the silence which prevailed, the King raised his hand again, and pointed to the Abbot of Dunfermline at the table.


The Chancellor lifted his gavel and struck the table-top with it, as indication that the parliament was now in session. His duty was to conduct the meeting under the presidency of the monarch, who could speak, intervene or even close the proceedings, wholly in command. It could not be a parliament without the King, or, if he was under age, his regent. But the Chancellor conducted proceedings under the royal authority. This important office was almost always occupied by a senior churchman, for it demanded much writing and paperwork – and many of the great nobles could not even sign their own names, much less read and write. Seals and crosses were all they required – and swords, of course.


Dunfermline was the foremost abbey in the land, the first founded in the Romish persuasion, erected by Queen Margaret Atheling, this Alexander’s great-grandmother, her initial gesture towards the replacement of the ancient Columban Celtic Church with that based on Rome. So this Donald was the senior mitred abbot. Moreover, he it was who had moved the Pope to have the said Queen Margaret canonised to sainthood. Nevertheless others grudged him the office, in especial the Primate, David, Bishop of St Andrews, who believed that it ought to be his, by right. The Scots, in Holy Church as elsewhere, were never good at agreeing amongst themselves.


The good abbot, an elderly man, cleared his throat. “This parliament is called by His Grace the King to consider and decide upon sundry matters of great import to this realm. All members and commissioners are entitled to speak to these, but necessarily with brevity and due respect, and to vote. All motions and statements will be addressed to myself, as Chancellor, and not directly to the King’s Grace. Is it understood?”


The slight growl which arose could have been taken as acceptance or the opposite.


“The first issue to be decided, already discussed in council, is of the most vital moment. King Hakon of Norway is again laying claim to the Hebrides and Western Isles, despite the freeing thereof from Norse domination by the late and puissant Somerled, Lord of the Isles. And not only the Isles but much of the West Highland mainland, including the great peninsula of Kintyre, Ardnamurchan, Cowal in Argyll and parts of Lochaber, even claiming parts of Galloway, by sword-right. His Grace and council consider this to be intolerable . . .”


His voice was drowned by a great outcry and angry shouts of indignation. He let it continue for a little, then banged his gavel for quiet.


“Unfortunately Ewan, Lord of Argyll and the Isles, is scarcely of his grandfather’s stature, and has not maintained the great fleets of fighting ships which Somerled built. He is in no position to give battle to any concentration of Norse longships, and so gives way to Hakon. As all know, the Norsemen have the greatest fleet of war-vessels in Christendom. And, to his sorrow, His Grace the King is not rich in such shipping.”


There was silence now.


“Since the Isles and Western Highlands can be protected or conquered only by sea and ships, aid is therefore required. This aid can come only from England, from Man or from Ireland. Sadly, Ireland is in a state of great weakness and internal struggle between the petty Kings, as is usual, and the Norse influence there is also strong. King Harald Godfreysson of Man is himself held prisoner and hostage in Norway, and the Manxmen lean towards their Norse cousins anyhow. Which leaves only England . . .”


The reaction to that simple statement was as sour as it was predictable. They might not be at war with England at the moment, but inborn hatred of the Auld Enemy was there, not to be denied, and ever ready to surface. The veteran fighter, Alan Durward, Earl of Atholl, a great bear of a man, Hereditary Doorward to the Scots monarchy, of ancient Celtic line, headed it. He rose.


“I say no pleas to the English!” he barked. “Accursed be the day when we have to go cap in hand to England for aid! If they gave any, it would be to try to subdue us to their will, as they have been seeking to do down the centuries. No dealing with the English, I say!”


“I say the same!” That was Robert Bruce, fourth of the name, Lord of Annandale, whose mother had been a granddaughter of King David, and he therefore distantly of the blood-royal. It was not often that these two great nobles agreed on anything.


There were supportive shouts from all over the hall.


The Chancellor had to use his gavel. “I do not judge my lord of Atholl’s comment to be a motion,” he observed carefully. “So my lord of Annandale’s declaration is not a seconding. I have to point out, as was made clear in council, that there is indeed little or no choice for us in this matter. If King Hakon and his Norsemen are to be kept from taking over the Isles again, we must have ships-of-war in large number. This realm has never sought conquest by sea, as have others, and we have built no fleets of fighting-ships, only merchanters. Do we yield to the Norsemen, then? Or swallow pride and seek aid from England? For it is certain that we cannot build such fleet in less than years.”


“I say that we must so seek!” John Comyn, Lord of Badenoch and Lochaber, spoke, chief of that acquisitive and many-branched family originally de Commines, from Flanders. By a deliberate policy of marrying Scots heiresses of selected lands, sometimes by getting rid of the native male heirs, they had grown great and influential. If Durward was the most powerful individual in the land, the Comyns, his sworn enemies, were much the most powerful family. “We cannot fight off the Norsemen on land, for they seldom use the land. So we fight with ships, or not at all.”


“I agree.” Alexander Comyn, Earl of Buchan, kinsman of John, inevitably backed him, just as Walter Comyn, Earl of Menteith, rose to do the same. It was said that these three, alone, could put fifty knights into the field, each backed by one hundred armed horsemen, and more at a few days’ notice – although, unfortunately, not fifty ships. What was not inevitable was the earl’s follow-up statement. “Indeed I so move. I move that this parliament agrees to seek the aid of King Henry of England for the use of a fleet of ships-of-war.”


“And I second,” Menteith got in.


“And I move to the contrary!” Durward shouted.


A dozen lords were on their feet to second that.


The Chancellor sighed, and looked over at the King. It was obvious that this was just a continuation of a debate already argued in the preceding council.


King Alexander sat silent, eyeing his young son, in fact.


Abbot Donald sighed again. “A motion has been put and seconded. Also a counter-motion. But before I put it to the vote of the assembly, I must ask for further discussion, that all may perceive the full situation. It is not enough to vote no truck with the English, without deciding what action to take in its place. Do we let the Norsemen take over the Hebrides? And, on the other hand, if we seek King Henry’s aid, what are we to offer him as inducement, without allowing English dominance over Scotland? Consider well!”


A very different voice spoke up, and from the Lords Spiritual stalls, smooth, calm, persuasive – that of Bishop David de Birnam of St Andrews, the Primate. “Chancellor and friends all, King Henry may not require much inducement. The Norse, based on Ireland and on Man, have been assailing the coasts of Wales and even Cornwall. Henry is seeking to contain the Welsh who rise against English domination. If the Norse were to establish themselves again in the Hebrides, then they would be well placed to invade Wales in strength, not just make raids as now. Henry Plantagenet will be well aware of this. Therefore he may be well enough content to assist in defeating Hakon in Scottish waters, rather than in English or Welsh! And so be prepared to lend his ships.”


That made an evident impression on the gathering.


Bruce jumped up. “That may be so, churchman! But once the English ships are in Scottish ports and harbours, who is to get them out again? Whilst we are up fighting the Norse, English armies could be across this border at our backs and taking over our land. My land in especial, in Dumfries and Galloway!”


The tide swung in the anti-English direction again.


It was another prelate who rose, Clement, Bishop of Dunblane. “What of the French?” he asked. “They are better friends to Scotland than are the English. Our present Queen is French. Can we not gain ships from there? They do not love the Norse. And they are strong for Holy Church. The Pope, I believe, would urge them to favour us, for he looks with disfavour on the Norse Primate, the Archbishop of Trondheim, or Nidaros, who claims spiritual hegemony over all northern lands which have no archbishop of their own, including this Scotland! Get French aid, I say.”


That drew some support, especially from the clerical benches.


The Chancellor was about to speak when another voice halted him, level, almost toneless, but authoritative, that from the throne itself.


“Think you all that I have not considered all this, considered well? There is no time to wait for the French to decide, or the Pope, and to muster fleets – even if they would do so. It is now May month, and the Norse summer hosting season can start at any time. We have to act swiftly, if we act at all. As to inducement for the English, and assurance of them withdrawing ships and men after, I propose to gain this by payment. Gold!”


There were gasps from all over the hall, even though it was improper to interrupt the monarch. But money, gold and silver, were in scarce supply in Scotland always, and the royal treasury apt to be empty. Payment in money was all but unheard of.


Alexander went on in that even voice, to answer the unasked questions. “I have the moneys. Private moneys, English moneys drawn from the Honour of Huntingdon, which King David gained in marriage, and from which I gain revenue and have to pay fealty for to King Henry. These moneys, rents and dues from eleven English counties, I have kept secret and safe, but little used. For a purpose. For these years I have sought to buy back the Hebrides from King Hakon. He claims them by lawful tenure and sovereignty, as well as by sword-right, since our weak King Edgar yielded them up to the Norse over a century ago. The Lord Somerled of the Isles changed all that. But I have sought to counter any such claim by offering Hakon these moneys to purchase them back for Scotland, in title, while still disputing his right. But King Hakon has always refused. Now, I can use these moneys, English moneys, to hire English ships to halt the same Hakon . . .”


However flatly delivered, that extraordinary and unlooked-for announcement from the throne intrigued and fascinated; also, to a large extent, obviously convinced.


Abbot Donald, seeing his opportunity, was about to speak, when again he was forestalled. Alan Durward rose.


“Chancellor, may I ask how His Grace can ensure that once these moneys are accepted and English ships are provided, they will not remain in Scots waters and havens afterwards, to our grievous hurt?” It looked as though the matter of the Huntingdon money had not been revealed at the council meeting.


The King answered his son-in-law, older than himself, direct. “A treaty,” he said. “I shall ensure it by the terms of a treaty. All ships, crews and armed men to leave Scotland peaceably at the close of the hostilities. My good-brother Henry will not break a formal treaty, signed and sealed. That is why this parliament’s agreement is necessary. A treaty must be so authorised.”


“And we command these English ships?” It was not correct thus to address the monarch in parliament, but Alexander let it pass.


“The fleet, yes. Under my personal command. But not each ship. Each will have its own shipmaster and captain. A treaty of state requires parliament’s agreement. Chancellor, I suggest that you call a vote.”


Thankfully the Abbot Donald nodded. “There is a motion and a counter-motion before this assembly. My lord of Atholl, yours was the counter-motion. Do you wish it to stand?”


Durward looked around him and saw only headshakes. He glanced over at Bruce, and got no guidance there. “I withdraw the counter-motion,” he muttered.


“Very well. The Earl of Buchan’s motion stands. Does any other wish to counter it?”


Silence.


“Then the motion is carried. His Grace seeks English aid in ships, and by treaty. It is agreed.” With an almost audible sigh of relief he moved on.


“Now there follows the sequel. If English ships are required, in addition to some of our own, a Scots army is necessary to sail in them against the Norsemen, and to fight from them. Does this parliament agree to the raising of such an army? And speedily?”


All over the hall there were voices upraised now, shouts of acclaim and support. At last the lords, barons, lairds and ordinary knights, even the bishops and abbots, had their opportunity to take part, calling out how many men each would contribute, in fifties, hundreds, even thousands, rivalling each other in this, something they understood – for Scotland might be poor in gold and silver but it was rich in fighting men. David de Lindsay found himself shouting that he would provide one hundred and fifty, to beat Dundas’s one hundred – although he could not rival Seton’s two hundred and fifty, for Seton had the towns of Tranent and Cockenzie to draw on. The Comyns, of course, outshouted all, with their thousands.


All the ensuing noise and hubbub greatly excited and pleased the young Prince Alexander, who had been getting restive, David had noticed. Now he jumped up and down beside the throne, laughing and pointing – and from his small hand flew an object, a ball of sorts, which he had been clutching, to fall to the stone-flagged floor with a metallic clang and go rolling across and down the two steps from the dais to main-floor level, to end up not far from the first row of benches.


Probably few there noticed the incident, in the outcry and shouting, but David did, in the second row of seats. It so happened that there were gaps in the front row, few presumably eager to sit so close below the Chancellor’s table and the throne. One of these gaps was in fact directly in front of David. And without any real consideration, on impulse, he rose and vaulted lithely over the bench in front, went to pick up that object, and stepped up on to the dais to hand it back to the young prince. It proved to be one of these Celtic handling-balls, carved with symbols on polished black stone, favoured in the past for turning over and over in the hand to aid in deliberation and concentration.


The boy took it, beaming, nodding his flaxen head in thanks.


David smiled, bowed jerkily to the monarch, who was looking at him rather oddly, and moved back towards his seat.


It was only at this stage that he realised that he was being eyed askance. The noise and calling-out went on, but now only from the rear parts of the hall, where what went on at the front would not be so obvious. Nearer at hand men had stopped their shouting of numbers to stare at him. The Chancellor had half risen, glaring, and was pointing his gavel at David accusingly and gesturing towards his seat. Evidently he had behaved wrongly, offended, probably broken the rules of parliament. He made another half bow towards the table, looked apologetic, and hurried back to his place between Seton and Dundas, muttering his excuses.


The abbot banged his mallet loud and long. When he had obtained approximate quiet he could be heard to be saying “. . . disgraceful behaviour! Contrary to all custom. Approaching His Grace. Could be a threat to the royal person! It must not occur again, let that be understood by all!” Then he raised his minatory gaze to the assembly at large. “Enough! Enough! This of men and arms, levies to be provided, is not the business of this sitting. It is for the Knight Marischal. All offers of men and arms, aye and of shipping where possible, to be made to Sir Hervey de Keith, Knight Marischal, hereafter, not now.” He glanced over to the throne. “Your royal pardon, Sire? No ill intended, as I esteem it. Now – to the next business.” He consulted his papers.


David looked at his companions, eyebrows raised. Seton grinned and Dundas wagged his head.


“Parliament has to consider the matter of Cumbria and Tynedale,” the Chancellor read out. “As all know, these lands, now behind the English border, were part of the ancient kingdom of Strathclyde, which became incorporated in Scotland in due course. The English however took them by force and held them, although Scotland never relinquished claims thereto.” The abbot was reading this in something of a gabble. “A century ago, however, King Stephen of England agreed to return part of them, Tynedale in Northumberland and the Penrith area of Cumberland, to Scotland. This was done, after a fashion, but his successor, Henry the Second, repossessed the lands by force. There has been constant trouble there since, with many of the landholders and people paying homage to the King of Scots and others to the King of England. Parliament has been concerned with this on many occasions. It has been the accepted decision of such parliaments that these territories remain part of the Kingdom of Scotland, although wrongously held by the English. At the marriage of His Grace King Alexander to his first wife, the Princess Joan, daughter of King John and sister of the present Henry, this last monarch agreed to take steps to improve this situation. It has never been done. And with the sad death of Queen Joan, her brother has done nothing to effect. Many of the Cumbrian and Tynedale barons and land-holders would prefer to be in Scotland, which is closer to them than the rule from far-away London, and they are of the Celtic stock. Moreover, they are being required to produce troops to fight the Welsh, with whom they are on good-neighbourly terms. So His Grace here has raised the issue again.” He laid his paper down, and looked hopefully at the monarch.


There was a murmuring and headshaking amongst the company. Few there were very interested in this old story, seeing no great advantage for Scotland, or themselves, in trying to regain these detached and not particularly valuable territories, certainly not worth going to war over – especially with war against Norway envisaged. This was not the time . . .


Alexander, however silent of habit and wary of eloquence, was well able to judge the temper and feelings of his subjects. He raised a hand.


“My reasons for bringing this matter before you now are twofold,” he said. “One is that I judge, if we do not do it now, there will be little chance of it achieving success hereafter. For almost certainly the English are going to subdue the Welsh, finally, and these lands, just to the north of Wales, will be the more strongly Englished. Secondly, Henry, on the advice of his good-brother Simon de Montfort, whom he has made Earl of Leicester, is intending to invade France and regain Plantagenet lands and power there. So now is a time when Henry will desire no trouble with Scotland, our opportunity. I have approached him on the matter, and he is prepared to concede to me these districts of West Northumberland and Cumberland, not in sovereignty but in feudal tenure. There is a difference, as you will all perceive. I require parliament’s guidance in the matter.”


Men eyed each other doubtfully, wondering at the relevance of all this, at this time.


William, Earl of Mar spoke up. “Chancellor, may I ask why His Grace considers this a vital matter, at this moment, when it is the Norse we are concerned with?”


The King answered him. “Because, my lord Earl, Henry keeps many ships based on the ports of the Cumbrian coast – Workington, Whitehaven, Ravenglass, Barrow, all for use against the Welsh. We could use those ships.”


Many voices were raised. What then of his Welsh war? What of the French project? Would he not need ships for that?


Alexander stilled the noise with a hand up. “It is not fighting ships he needs for France, but vessels to carry men, horses, cannon. Merchanters will serve for that. He must make choice. Leave the Welsh conquest for a little. And Simon de Montfort is strong for the French venture, being himself a Frenchman. Henry heeds him, an able man. My envoys in England tell me that Henry will choose France, if he can. This will help him so to choose. And aid us.”


That stilled the questioning.


The Chancellor resumed. “This of Penrith and Tynedale. Hitherto Scotland has claimed these lands as part of its realm, with sovereignty over them although occupied by the English power. Now King Henry offers them in feudal possession. This is a different tenure. Although the King of Scots will hold them, he will have to acknowledge the King of England as his feudal superior thereof. Does this parliament agree to this? Since sovereignty is involved, it has the right and duty to say yea or nay.” He glanced again towards the throne, almost apologetically.


There was considerable murmured discussion amongst members. Then the Comyn Earl of Menteith spoke.


“We have naught to lose. We have no say in affairs there now, nor have had for long. This could be a large step forward, I say.”


The other Comyns nodded, but all eyed, not so much the King nor the Chancellor, but Durward of Atholl.


That man sat silent. No one else raised voice.


Abbot Donald, again relievedly, went on. “Do I take that as a motion, my lord? That parliament agrees that His Grace accepts these territories in feudal tenure, not in sovereignty?”


“A motion, yes.”


Buchan seconded.


No other voice was raised.


David looked about him, and turned to look behind him, urgently, suddenly concerned, anxious. Were none going to ask the essential question? This was crucial, surely? Must he, of them all?


He found himself on his feet, even as the abbot raised his gavel. “My lord Chancellor,” he began, in a rush – and that was a mistake to begin with, for not being a lord or a bishop the abbot was not entitled to the prefix. “I am David de Lindsay, sitting as Baron of Luffness. I do not know . . . I must ask . . . are we assured that this decision will not prejudice us? In the future? That accepting these lands in feudal duty will not mean that we accept them as part of England? Always? That in fact we can no longer claim them as a part of Scotland. Does it make the King of Scots inferior to, paying fealty to, the King of England? I, I seek your guidance.”


The Chancellor had to wait to give that guidance, for much talk and exclamation arose, some acclaiming the questioner, more pointing out that the lands in question were already in England, across the border, that calling this part of Scotland was a nonsense. Others that this would at least put them under Scots control. And so on.


The abbot gained quiet. “As to feudal duty, sir, His Grace already pays fealty to the King of England for his lands in the Honour of Huntingdon. Yet this makes him no way vassal or inferior to Henry for the realm of Scotland. If Henry held lands here, he would have to do the same to His Grace. This prejudices nothing. Does that satisfy you?”


Biting his lip, David forced himself to persist. “In that one respect, yes. But in the other, does it prejudice the future? Over Cumbria and Tynedale? Will this put them for ever into the realm of England? Or might the issue be reopened on another occasion?”


The Chancellor hesitated, frowning. He glanced towards the throne, at a loss.


The King remained expressionless. But he raised a finger to point at David. “Young man, you ask a fair question,” he said. “This decision commits myself only, Alexander. I make the fealty for Tynedale and Penrith, not my successors. Any of them could, if they so desired, renounce the fealty tenure and claim the sovereignty again. I would not, but another could. Does that satisfy you?”


“Yes, Sire – yes. I, I thank Your Grace.” David sat down.


The Chancellor announced that if no one opposed it, he would declare the motion before them carried. Parliament acceded to the proposed tenure. Was there any other relevant business?


He was answered from the throne. “I think not. The hour grows late. I judge all present to have had sufficient. I thank all.” He rose. And as everyone else hurriedly stood, Alexander took his son’s hand and strode for the door. The young prince looked over to where David stood and, smiling, waved a hand.


Thus abruptly was the parliament over.


David found himself the centre of considerable attention now, receiving comment, banter, some congratulation and some calculating looks from lords great and small, his two friends shaking their heads over him. It occurred to him then to wonder what his lady-mother would think of his first parliamentary behaviour?


They went to inform the busy Keith, Knight Marischal, as to their manpower offers for the projected West Highland expedition.


That evening a banquet was provided for the parliament members in a second hall of the long castle – with another, in the cleared great hall, for their esquires and attendants. With practically all the great ones of the land present, and precedence strictly enforced by the High Seneschal, David found himself, with his two companions, seated about one-third of the way down the right-hand long table stretching from the dais down one side of the hall, amongst the medium-rank lords and barons; the left-side table was reserved for the clergy, of whom there seemed an inordinate number, all equally ordered in precedence. The space in between was left open for the comings and goings of servitors with the viands and wines, and for entertainers. Up at the dais-table itself, of course, were the really great ones, earls, high officers of state, ambassadors and the Primate, these flanking two throne-like chairs. It might have been the parliament seating all over again, only now there were ladies present, not many and mainly there at the dais-table and at two smaller tables sidelong, close by.


Musicians played in the central space.


They all stood when these last lowered their instruments and a single trumpeter blew a flourish for the royal party to enter from the back of the dais-platform. King Alexander, still dressed as modestly as earlier, led in his Queen Marie de Coucy, a handsome, well-built lady, daughter of the famous Ingram de Coucy, Count of Guines in the Pas de Calais, one of the most renowned knights in Christendom. David eyed her interestedly, for his own far-back ancestors, Lords of Alost, had been kin to the de Coucys.


But his attention was quickly diverted, as behind the royal pair came the child prince, again being led by the hand by the same good-looking young woman who had escorted him into the parliament-hall. She took the boy over to one of the side-tables, where he promptly sat down – and smiling, she had to raise him up again quickly, for his father and mother were not yet seated.


The High Seneschal announced that His Grace the King and Her Grace the Queen welcomed all to their table; and then called upon the Bishop of St Andrews to say grace-before-meat.


Then they all could sit.


It proved to be an excellent repast of broth and fish and fowl and beef, with sweetmeats to follow and a variety of wines and spirits to wash it down, all partaken of to a musical accompaniment and the antics of entertainers, tumblers, acrobats, gypsy dancers, even a Muscovy bear-leader and his charge. It was fully appreciated, but it all took a long time, with so many to be served. Presently David, whose glance was apt to stray up towards the dais-table and not always to his liege-lord, noticed that first young Prince Alexander was growing restive and requiring to be mildly restrained, and then that he had disappeared altogether.


But not for long. For suddenly David felt a tugging at his elbow, and there was the boy behind him, grinning and holding out his stone hand-ball to him.


David took it, to admire the strange object, ancient obviously and worn with much handling, but still displaying the curious Pictish symbols of a ramping beast with a lappet or trunk coming out from the back of the head, and the equally strange double-disc and Z-rod.


“Very fine, Highness,” he said, handing it back. “Do you know what sort of a creature that is? Not a lion. Do you think that it could dance like the bear, there?”


“It has no feet,” the lad said scornfully. “How could it dance, without feet? I can dance. See!” And he commenced to hop up and down, with more enthusiasm than grace.


“Very good,” David commented. Others were watching now, with amusement. “You are more nimble than that bear, I think.”


“You, sir – I like you. You can dance, too.” That was no question.


David looked in some alarm from the boy to his friends. The meal was not over, and the monarch still eating. To rise and start cavorting now was scarcely thinkable. He patted the lad’s small shoulder and pointed up at the King.


“Your royal father would not like me to dance, I think, while still he eats, Highness. Later, perhaps.”


“No, now! He will not mind. Nor will Mama. They like me to dance.”


“I am not finished this sweetmeat yet, see you . . .”


“He cannot really dance at all, Highness,” Alexander Seton put in helpfully, chuckling. “He is very clumsy.”


“He is not! I saw how he jumped over that seat, before. At the, the . . .” The child could not get his tongue round “parliament”, but he punched Seton’s arm to emphasise his strong views on the matter. “None other did that. He is not clumsy.” He turned to David again. “Come.”


“I, I think, Highness, not. Your father, the King, would not like it, I am sure. While all eat . . .”


“I will go ask him, then . . .”


“No, you will not, Alex.” That was a new voice, quiet, lightsome, feminine but sufficiently authoritative, as they turned to find the young woman, who seemed to be the prince’s escort, standing behind them. She took the boy’s hand. “Come – you have not finished your oatcake and honey. You know that you must always finish your plate.” She smiled at David. “You must forgive him, Lord of Luffness. He is over-excited, I fear. Too much happening in one day! I will take him to bed.”


“No! No you will not, Marget! I want to dance.”


“Tomorrow we will dance, Alex. Say a goodnight to the Lord David.” Firmly she pulled him away.


“You know my name!” David exclaimed.


“Why, yes. All talk of you. Even the King. He says that you provided the only real spice of that parliament! I saw you, from a corner above. I am Margaret. A goodnight to you. Come, Alex . . .”


Protesting still, the prince was led off. A few steps, and he turned to shout back. “I like you!”


The young woman smiled at them both, and shook her attractive head.


“Well, well!” Serle de Dundas said. “See what leaping over seats in a parliament can do for a man! Who would have thought it? Who is she?”


From across the table an older man leaned to speak, Sir Adam de Gordon. “She is the Lady Margaret, one of the King’s bastard daughters.”


“Lord!” David exclaimed.


Later, the tables cleared away, there was indeed dancing for those who felt like it – but a notable lack of females to go round, with the King and Queen retired and some ladies with them. Unfortunately the Lady Margaret did not return to take part.


Presently, the night still comparatively young, the three young men, like so many another, set off for the nearby town of Roxburgh, to see what feminine entertainment might be available there, less high-born perhaps but possibly more accessible. David, although he did not wholly neglect his opportunities, was apt to be preoccupied with the rival attractions he had perceived back in the castle, however unattainable; that, rather than his mother’s discretionary advice, tending to inhibit present allures.
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The great muster was held at that other royal castle of Dumbarton, or at least on the low ground below it, for the stronghold was perched on top of twin pyramids of rock soaring above the Clyde, even less a place for thousands of men and horses than was Roxburgh. Dumbarton, the dun or fortress of the Strathclyde Britons, hence its name, was sited on the estuary just below the West Highland line, where salt water narrowed to the river, and was the second greatest port in Scotland after Berwick, predominant on all the west coastline. Here the fleet could assemble for the voyage up the Hebridean seaboard; and from here the troops who were surplus to those who could be carried on the ships could march northwards through the mountains and round the sea-lochs, to an arranged rendezvous.


So Dumbarton town and its environs and port were full of men, and the Clyde waters of ships, most of these last English – although since many were from the Cumbrian harbours, they and their crews were looked on with little hostility by the Scots; much less of such indeed than was displayed frequently between various more local contingents, for instance between the Durward and Comyn factions. Not that there were a great many of the latter present at Dumbarton. That was one of the disturbing features about the present muster. The King, wisely or otherwise, had appointed that veteran warrior Alan Durward to be commander of the land-based forces, whilst he himself would command the fleet. And when the Comyn lords had heard of this, they had to a large extent boycotted Dumbarton; they were not refusing to take part in the expedition, but were assembling their large forces elsewhere, none knew just where – since they came from lordships as far apart as Buchan, Badenoch, Menteith and Galloway. Lochaber also, and since this last was nearest to the scene of presumed conflict, indeed a Norse-threatened area, it was probably there.


That was the first ominous circumstance. The second was that Alexander was an unwell man. Never of robust health, he had in the six weeks since the parliament suffered attacks of dizziness and nausea; and the Queen Marie had sought to dissuade him from coming in person on this military and naval venture. But he had envisaged, planned and organised it all, and was not now going to leave it to others.


So there was some apprehension amongst the assembled leadership.


David, for his part, had done rather better than he had promised, having managed to bring along no fewer than one hundred and eighty horsed men, thanks to a larger response from his Ayrshire and Lanarkshire lands of Barnweill and Crawford. He still could not rival Seton, but was able to cock a snook at Dundas.


There was considerable dispute as to which contingents should go in the ships and which march overland. Some had no desire to be herded into open vessels commanded by Englishmen, and possibly suffer from sea-sickness into the bargain; others did not relish the thought of hundreds of miles of marching over mountains and round sea-lochs. Most there would have to do the latter, obviously.


The strategic situation was not quite as anticipated at Roxburgh, improved indeed. King Hakon had postponed his personal descent upon the Hebrides meantime, in curious circumstances. King Harald of Man, whom he had created, however improperly, King of the Isles, had gone to Norway to wed Hakon’s daughter. On the way home their ship had foundered in a storm, and husband and wife were both lost. So the Isles and Hebrides were left without a Norse leader, and Ewan, Lord of Argyll, grandson of the famous Somerled, with the support of his cousin Dougal of Garmoran, another grandson, had appealed to Hakon to make him King, or sub-King. He had gone to Trondheim, been accepted, and had returned with a small Norse fleet to add to his own longship squadrons, plus the title, spurious as it was in Scots eyes – for of course Ewan mac Dougal mac Somerled was a Scottish subject, and the Hebrides lawfully part of Scotland. Alexander, with his mustering in full process when he heard the news, decided to go ahead with his expedition, now not against Hakon himself, or only indirectly, but against Ewan of Argyll, to teach that young man a much-needed lesson.


David, and most other leaders for that matter, had no choice in the matter of his travel. There was no room for most of them in the ships. They were to march, or rather ride, with the main body of the army for Argyll. That was a large territory admittedly, a province indeed, part mainland, part islands; and just where they would find Ewan mac Dougal and his forces was highly uncertain. But it was to be assumed that they would be somewhere near a sufficiently large anchorage to provide shelter for a great number of ships, and to support and feed their crews, which much limited the possibilities. There were scores of sea-lochs and great bays on that serrated seaboard, but few having sufficiently large communities nearby to provision thousands of men. All that could be done, it was decided, was for the King’s ships to sail up the coasts of Cowal and Kintyre, to Lorn and Appin, looking into the lochs; and the land-based army to seek to look likewise, from as many loch-heads as they, or their scouts, could reach. The Lord of Argyll had many strongholds and castles dotted over his widespread domains, but not all of them conveniently near large anchorages, some well inland. So it was all a matter of searching – unless, of course, Ewan either came to challenge them or headed out to sea, either to provoke a naval battle or to escape one.


This arrangement for the land force much complicated the journeying, since instead of being able to go directly by the shortest and least difficult routes, they would have to keep branching off to the west to prospect sea-lochs probing into the mountain masses; and roads and tracks suitable for taking an army over, in these Highland parts, were few and far between. Much preliminary consultation was called for.


At length, on St Moluag’s Day, 25th June – considered to be a good augury, especially for venturing into these parts – the two forces parted and went their separate ways, the fleet to sail southwards, down the Firth of Clyde, to round the great Mull of Kintyre and then turn up the Hebridean coast; the main army to proceed directly northwards up the Vale of Leven to Loch Lomond, to follow that long freshwater loch almost to its head, a score of miles, then strike westwards for the sea-lochs of Long, Goil and Fyne. Not that they expected to find their quarry in either of the first two, too far south for the Islesmen, unless they were actually on the attack, which seemed improbable. But Loch Fyne, the longest in all Scotland, fifty miles of it and much of it almost a firth rather than a loch, might be different. There were sizeable communities or townships thereon, Strachur, Inveraray, Lochgilphead and Tarbert. So this was possible, even though still southerly.


Durward of Atholl made a strict commander, and required to be, with a host made up of the private levies of lords and lairds, all of whom looked to their own masters for authority rather than any overall general. And the said masters were themselves apt to be of independent mind and less than receptive to orders. Such an army was difficult to handle in the best of circumstances; on such curious and complicated a mission as this it was a task for a strong man indeed. But Alan Durward was that, at least, however unlikeable.


He had the Earls of Angus, Lennox and Strathearn with him; most of the others were either with the King or in the Comyn camp. But there were fully a score of lesser lords, amongst which were included David and his two friends, also Gordon, Fraser, Hepburn, Home and others, with lairds unnumbered, all with their various allegiances and attachments. Patriarchal and clan Scotland was much less easy to lead, in warfare as in much else, than was feudal England.


For all that, in fine late June weather, with no enemy likely to be seen for some time, David for one almost felt a holiday atmosphere prevailing as they proceeded up the lovely banks of Loch Lomond and through the mountain passes beyond. They felt in no great hurry at this stage, for although they had to cover well over one hundred miles, the fleet had much further to go, almost that distance southwards in fact before the ships could turn the difficult Mull of Kintyre and then move more than that northwards to reach the first rendezvous – for King Alexander did not intend to sail all the way up Loch Fyne, much doubting whether Ewan mac Dougal would allow his vessels to be trapped therein; he would send up a few scouting craft to explore it, that was all, and the rest could be recalled if necessary.


David had never been on campaign before, although he had been involved in some minor Border raiding and skirmishes; this seemed a congenial way to start.


They got as far as Arrochar, at the head of Loch Long, that first day. Pasturing the horses for thousands they found the major problem. The folk of Arrochar were not to be congratulated.


Next day they did not do so well. For soon after leaving Loch Long they had to start to climb through a mighty pass, up and up, between lofty mountains, that immediately to the north with an extraordinary summit ridge shaped for all the world like some craftsman bending over his bench. This lengthy climb, mile upon twisting mile of it, strung out the army itself into a column miles long, with consequent delays, bunching, and men often completely out of touch with their leaders, bad indeed for discipline, so narrow was the mounting track. It occurred to David, and he no experienced tactician, that if Ewan of the Isles was indeed in these southern parts of his domains, he could with ease and at little cost destroy this army with a few well-chosen ambushes, cutting it up into leaderless and ineffective gobbets. Brooding on this during the long ascent, he went so far as to approach Durward on the matter, up near the front of the serpentine progress, concerned also about future passes, of which there were bound to be many in this land of steep mountains. He got little thanks for his pains.


“Fool! Think you that I do not know it?” Atholl growled back at him. “I have scouts ahead. If I judged that there was any likelihood of the Islesmen being so far south as this, I would have these lords and their wretched numbskulls marshalled very differently, in tight groups, one group guarding whilst its neighbour moved forward, foot patrols up each hillside. I come from mountain country, and need no Lothian lordling’s advice!”


David’s first lesson in tactics, and possibly in tact also.


At long last, at the summit, the track forked, the left to lead down to Loch Goil, a comparatively short sea-loch; the right to sink also, through steep bare valleys, to great Loch Fyne. Scouts who had been ahead prospecting declared that all was clear down as far as where the latter loch was visible, with no sign of ships anywhere as far as eye could see.


Durward led off down this right-hand track, on the long descent to salt water again.


Loch Fyne, presently opening before them, revealed a notable prospect for long distances – but no assembly of ships. They reached its banks, to camp.


To Inveraray, on its northern shore, they marched to spend the next night, a mere fifteen miles and of much easier going; but there would not apparently be anywhere more suitable to camp for many more miles thereafter. The King had been urgent that they did not “spoil” the countryside nor molest the people, all his subjects after all, despite their Lord Ewan’s behaviour; but it was difficult to keep an army in check, especially a Lowland army penetrating the Highlands, whose occupants they looked upon as barbarians anyway; and it is to be feared that the territories they traversed were none the better for their passage. Inveraray town, one of Ewan’s largest communities, did not escape unscathed. Durward did hang about a dozen men caught raping and looting, as example to others; but whether this was adequate compensation for the townsfolk was open to question.
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