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Preface


This is very far from being the first book about the Stewarts but it is different from the others in at least four ways. Firstly it focuses not just on the better-known royals but on many of the other ambitious, sometimes devious men and women in this family who helped to boost or sometimes hinder the progress of the dynasty. Secondly, it is more a collage of biographies than a history, looking at the psychology rather than just the politics. Thirdly it relates the ups and downs of the family to the huge portfolio of properties that they owned, the castles, mansions and palaces that they lived in and which still survive. Finally, it gives more space to before and after the royal period, looking at the extraordinary manoeuvres, personalities and coincidences and the many fascinating drop-outs who tried to keep pace. Nor does it just end with the anti-climax that was Bonnie Prince Charlie but follows through to Bute, Castlereagh and other later Stewarts like Jeb, the dashing general of the American Civil War, or Don Jacobo Stuart, the Spanish naval captain who earned the respect of Nelson.


Note on Spelling of Names


I have tried to match the use of the three variant spellings ‘Stewart’, ‘Stuart’ and ‘Steuart’ as closely as possible to the common usage by specific branches of the family. In certain periods, however, some of them used at least two versions at the same time and particularly in the early period it would be wrong to suggest that some members of the family exclusively used one version or another. Similarly, for the ‘Mac’ families mentioned I have in the earlier periods simply standardised to lower case Mac with capitalised letter to follow.


We have an additional problem in that the number of Christian names was relatively restricted, so we have a very large number of Johns, Jameses and Roberts; sometimes parents even had two children of the same name in case one of them died. To distinguish themselves they usually added the name of an estate or castle, but even this can be confusing as later in life they might have been given a better estate or title.
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Introduction


This is the story of the remarkable family of stewards who became Stewarts, then Royal Stewarts, then Stuarts. The interest in this thousand-year family saga lies not just in the fascination of the individual lives, remarkable as so many of them were, but in the cumulative thrust of successive generations, the genetics of ambition as year after year they schemed to achieve power, then sometimes carelessly threw it away. The family was remarkable in the first instance for its sheer power of survival: in twenty-four generations there was only one break in the direct male line. That came after six hundred years when they produced Mary Queen of Scots, although as she married a Stuart who fathered her heir, there was no break anyway.


The Stewarts were also remarkable for the length of time that they held on to sovereign power – some 340 years, still nearly fifty years longer than the dynasty of Hanover-Windsor which came afterwards (due for its tercentenary in 2014), longer than the Bourbons in France (259 years), the Hohenzollerns in Prussia and Germany (217 years) or the Romanovs in Russia (304 years). Only one major dynasty in modern European history has exceeded their total: the Habsburgs in Austria (645 years with gaps.)


Yet compared to their longevity as a dynasty, the lives of the individuals were frequently violent and short. Of the fourteen Stewarts who wore a crown, eight failed to reach the age of fifty and only three (Robert II and Robert III of Scotland, James II of Great Britain) passed their sixtieth birthdays, bringing the average age at death to forty-seven. Six out of the fourteen died violent deaths: two were murdered (James I and James III), two were executed (Mary Queen of Scots and Charles I) and two were killed in battle (James II and James IV). The premature deaths were inevitably followed by premature accessions; while their average age for inheriting the crown was twenty-three, six came to the throne before their tenth birthdays and by a miracle survived the machinations of those who sought to take advantage of their youth.


Of the eleven Stewart kings, at least eight had frequent extramarital affairs, one was homosexual, and their queens not only had to suffer that indignity, but also in most cases early widowhood, followed by further misfortune when they remarried. All three of the regnant Stuart queens in Britain led largely miserable lives and produced only one surviving child between the three of them. Apart from Mary Queen of Scots’ brief episode as queen of France the only other Stewart to become a queen outside Britain, Elizabeth, Queen of Bohemia, had a normal family life but was driven out of Prague with her husband after only one year on the throne. Eleanor Stewart, the only Scottish princess to marry a Habsburg, also missed out on a crown as did her sister Margaret who married the future Louis XI of France but died before he became king.


Of the uncrowned members of the main family at least another hundred were murdered and about the same number (plus one king – James II) were murderers themselves. At least double that number were executed and three times as many killed in battle. Many of them were highly talented and led exciting lives. There were fine generals like John Stewart Earl of Buchan, Marshal Bernard Stuart of France, Prince Rupert of the Rhine and James Fitzjames Duke of Berwick. There was one British prime minister, John Stuart, Earl of Bute and two foreign secretaries; Robert Stewart, Viscount Castlereagh who committed suicide and Michael Stewart, a former schoolmaster from London who became a Labour politician. In addition there were priests, explorers, artists, pirates, robbers, other assorted malefactors and ordinary working people. As well as their legitimate children most of the Royal Stewarts produced bastards whose careers are often even more exciting, like Janet Stewart who became mistress of Henri II of France.


Above all, this was a family whose huge ambition thrived on mobility. Having migrated from the Baltic to Brittany, they then after a few generations transferred to the Anglo-Welsh border, then to western Scotland, then to Edinburgh as kings of Scotland, then to London as kings of Britain, to France and Italy as exiles, finally throughout the English-speaking world, still prolific.




Part One


THE BRETON APPRENTICESHIP
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Chapter One


Flaald, Steward of Dol


The slow painful rise of the family later known as Stewart began in the Breton town of Dol, more than three and a half centuries before they won their first crown. This small town lies in the north east corner of Brittany, some five miles from the sea, and in those times was much more important than it is now, for it had a cathedral with its own archbishop. It stood on the crossroads between two very different regions of France: one was Brittany which had acquired its name because of the number of British refugees who had settled there during the Saxon and Viking invasions of their homeland. They included two Cornish holy men, St Samson who founded Dol and St Malo who settled on the nearby coast. The other region was Normandy, which had acquired its name because of the large numbers of Northmen or Vikings who had displaced the original population. Brittany too had been conquered by the Northmen but in smaller numbers, so the existing population, more Celtic than French, had survived. The cultural differences between the Viking settlers of Brittany and those of Normandy were almost as great as those between them and the rest of France. This meant that Dol, in its position close to the frontier was a dangerous place, where a young fighting man might make his mark.


Thus in about the year 1020 Junkeneus the Archbishop of Dol (d.1032) appointed a man called Flaald to be his steward. Traditionally the post had been that of a senior butler as the Latin title dapifer or ‘feast-bearer’ implies, but by this time such duties were largely ceremonial. What it really meant was that the archbishop needed a skilled bodyguard to protect him against his enemies. His brother was the lord of nearby Combourg, and Flaald, the ancestor of the Stewarts, was probably attached to that household too.


We do not know much detail about Flaald except that he must have been a competent fighter with access to the new fashion of chain mail, used to fighting on horseback with sword and axe, and able to justify his upkeep as an armed retainer. We can also, with near certainty, say that he was a third or fourth generation Viking settler whose forebears had come to Brittany about a hundred years earlier. They may have come directly from Scandinavia, or possibly, as later legends suggested, previously been settled in Scotland. Such a story was told about that other Breton-Viking family, later called Bruce, which was also destined to play a major role in Scottish history. When William Shakespeare in his Macbeth included a little piece of propaganda for the first Stuart king of Britain, he borrowed his version of the story from the chronicler Holinshed who in turn took it from a poem written by John Barbour around 1370 and paid for by Stewarts. It portrayed the dynasty as descended from a Scots general, known as Banquo, whose son Fleance supposedly went into exile in France; it is far-fetched, but conceivably there might be a grain of truth in it. At least Flaald and Fleance begin with the same two letters and there was later a Flancus referred to as owning property near Sporle in Norfolk, a place where Walter, the first of the Scottish stewards many years later, had an estate.


In 1027, a few years after Flaald’s appointment, a tanner’s daughter in Falaise, some ninety miles from Dol, gave birth to the illegitimate son of Robert the Magnificent, Duke of Normandy. The child was William, who against all the odds was to make himself the Duke of Normandy and set in motion a train of events which not only brought the knights of Brittany into the Norman ambit, but involved many of them in his invasion of England.


Meanwhile, in about 1031 Duke Robert, whose mother Judith came from the ruling Breton family, began a war with his first cousin, Count Alan of Brittany. Count Alan was trying to take over control of Mont St Michel. In retaliation Robert attacked Dol and burned it to the ground. Alan counter-attacked at Avranches but was defeated and the career of Flaald the Dapifer must have reached a very low ebb. Many Breton knights had begun to look elsewhere to find their fortunes in areas such as Italy and Sicily where their military skills were appreciated, but Flaald stayed in Dol as it was rebuilt and came under increasingly Norman influence.


The precise role of Flaald in this fighting is unknown but the fact that from then on he was a Norman rather than just a Breton perhaps benefited his career. It was the Duchy of Normandy that was perfecting new skills in armour, castle-building and man management backed by brutally enforced oaths of loyalty and the literate infrastructure of the Catholic Church. The Bretons on the other hand, despite their infusion of Scandinavian blood or perhaps because of it, and their lesser skill in imitating Frankish culture, were seen as primitive. They were an odd mixture of Viking and Celtic races, some Welsh, Cornish and even Scottish asylum seekers over the years had intermixed much less with the French and continued in greater isolation than their Norman cousins round Rouen, who rapidly copied almost everything from their French neighbours.


For the long term career of Flaald and his family, the destruction of their home in Dol was a small price to pay for the possibilities of service in the aggressive new duchy of Normandy.




Chapter Two


Alan, Steward of Dol and Earl Harold


The fact that Flaald’s son and successor as Dapifer of Dol was called Alan (fl 1040–80) reflects the fact that he was born when Alan, Count of Brittany was still his undisputed overlord. But the troubles of Dol were destined to return. Within thirty years of the town being rebuilt after its destruction by Duke Robert it was besieged once again. The new bishop, Juhellus (d.1078) was referred to in papal propaganda as lascivious and corrupt, a reasonable excuse for attacking him. The turmoil of the Dapifer family was to continue.


Significantly, the late Duke Robert had chosen Alan, Count of Brittany as one of the guardians for his young son, William the Bastard, so for a while there was no need for conflict in the frontier area round Dol. Remarkably Count Alan and his colleagues supported the child duke through his minority, perhaps preferring a youngster whom for the time being they could control, to an adult who might interfere with their freedoms.


A few years later the stigma of bastardy would have negated young William’s claim to inherit and provided a good excuse for rebellion, but in the 1030s this was still not the case, even though he had several cousins who had a better technical claim to be Duke of Normandy. William, however, survived to come of age and around 1044 began to make his own decisions. He also began to show that he was an extremely competent soldier and leader of men. His skills were honed by a series of rebellions, the most significant in 1047, when King Henri of France came to his aid. As William’s strength increased, the French began to perceive him as a threat and launched an invasion of Normandy which he repelled without too much difficulty. Then in 1053 he conquered Maine and married Matilda of Flanders, thus greatly adding to his prestige.


Meanwhile, it was becoming increasingly obvious that the saintly Edward the Confessor, King of England was never going to produce an heir, so the Duke of Normandy, as Edward’s cousin, saw himself as a credible successor to his throne. William was not, however, in a position to canvas any local support, until by a strange coincidence one of England’s most powerful earls fell into his clutches. Harold son of Godwin had just succeeded as Earl of East Anglia and though he had no royal blood in his veins was sufficiently respected as a soldier and leader to be another possible candidate for the throne. In 1063 – as is graphically illustrated in the Bayeux Tapestry – after a good dinner at Bosham, Harold sailed for France on a mission to negotiate the release of his brother who had been captured by the Normans. Unluckily for him his ship was blown off course and went aground on the shores of Ponthieu, part of Normandy, near the mouth of the Somme. He was arrested by the local count and taken to Duke William who treated him to a mixture of lavish hospitality and emotional blackmail. After entertainment at the palace in Rouen he was given a valuable suit of armour. Then with elaborate ceremony, to which the English were not yet accustomed, Earl Harold was dubbed a knight by William, thus cunningly emphasising the position of moral superiority which the Duke was trying to establish over him.


Soon afterwards, William decided to conduct a new campaign against the Bretons, who as usual were endeavouring to claim independence from Normandy. The Norman army headed towards the frontier town of Dol which was held by the rebellious Conan, Count of Rennes, aided we must assume by the Steward of Dol, Alan son of Flaald. On the way some Norman knights were trapped in a marshy quicksand by the River Couesnon and Harold took a major part in the rescue. Then they began the siege of Dol which Duke William referred to as ‘une orgueilleuse bicoque’ – an upstart shanty town – and the defenders can be seen on the Bayeux tapestry pouring water on the leather shields nailed to the castle walls to stop it catching fire. In the end, the Breton Lord of Dol, Rhiwallon chose to surrender rather than see his town destroyed, so Alan, who had married a lady called Tittensor, called the youngest of his three sons Rhiwallon and once more came within the orbit of the Normans.


Earl Harold meanwhile rashly swore an oath to Duke William that he would support him in his claim to be the next king of England. It is hard to believe that he did so with the intention of breaking it as soon as he went home, but Edward the Confessor died eighteen months later and the temptation to seize the English throne proved too much for him.


In faraway Scotland, the usurper Macbeth had been defeated in battle and killed in 1057. He was succeeded after a short gap by Malcolm III Canmore (1031–93), father of the man who was later to persuade the family from Dol to come to Scotland. When William of Normandy, angered by Harold’s failure to keep his promise, began to cast covetous eyes across the Channel and when Malcolm of Scotland picked the English princess Margaret as his second wife we see the start of the extraordinary chain of events that was to take the family of Dapiferi from Dol to the throne of Great Britain.




Chapter Three


Alan II, the Crusader


As Alan II succeeded his father Alan I as Steward of Dol (Alanus Dapifer Dolensis-Senescalus Dolensis) the destiny of the Normans was about to take an entirely new course. So far as we know he was not in the first wave of troops which Duke William led across the English Channel and with which he won control of England at the Battle of Hastings. Perhaps he was too young and his father, if he was still alive in 1066, was too old. But there were certainly two Breton counts who played a significant part: Alan IV, Count of Brittany was a favourite of Duke William who now styled himself King William I of England, and rewarded him with lands in North Yorkshire, around Richmond, from which he took the title of his new English earldom. The other was Ralph the Gael known as the Staller who was made Earl of East Anglia but was not satisfied, rebelled and ended up as an exile back in Dol.


King William was far from pleased and decided to teach the Bretons another lesson. The chroniclers referred to them as ‘Breton filth’ and ‘polygamous barbarians addicted to wars, feuds and brigandage’ (William de Poitiers). But for once King William did not prove invincible. The new count of Brittany, Hoel, came to Ralph’s rescue and summoned additional help from the impetuous King Philip of France (1052–1108). This combination was sufficient to drive off William the Conqueror and save the city of Dol. It also perhaps began to see a rise in the fortunes of the Dapifer family, for a few years later Alan was wealthy enough to be a major benefactor of the abbey of St Florent-de-Saumur which soon had a daughter house at Mezuoit near Dol where his brother Rhiwallon became a monk.


At about this time King William began to fall out seriously with his own three sons, particularly his favourite, the eldest, Robert of Curthose (1054–1134) who at the age of twenty-three already wanted a dukedom for himself. He also wanted the punishment of his two younger brothers William and Henry who, amongst other provocations, had held noisy dice parties in the room above the one where he was conducting a council of war and even urinated on it from above. His father refused to discipline the boys so Robert petulantly appealed to King Philip of France for help, an act of treachery which was to become almost commonplace for the eldest sons of Norman kings and bedevilled their years in power.


King William by this time in his fifties and becoming obese, besieged his son Robert in Gerberoy, east of Rouen, but suffered a humiliating defeat. Robert had to be bribed with vast treasure by his mother before he backed down and accepted the offer of the Norman dukedom to be conferred as soon as his father died.


Quite what was Alan the Dapifer’s role in these civil wars we do not know, but after William I’s death in 1087 it is clear that the family’s primary allegiance was to his youngest son Henry, who in the division of spoils became Count of Cotentin, the great peninsula of Brittany. Robert was given the promised Dukedom of Normandy and the middle brother, William Rufus, the crown of England as William II. Soon afterwards the three brothers began to fall out again. William attacked his younger brother Count Henry in 1090 and Duke Robert came to Henry’s aid. A year later when Henry was besieged by William in Mont St Michel just a few miles from Dol it was Duke Robert who sent food and drink across to the starving garrison. On that occasion Henry had to surrender and went into a brief period of exile in Paris but ten years later he was to make a spectacular comeback.


In this constant squabbling between the three brothers, Alan the Dapifer transferred his allegiance to Duke Robert, for he joined him in the contingent which left to take part in the First Crusade in 1096. Robert himself was to come back from it covered in glory and ready to pick further fights with his two younger brothers. William Rufus was, so far as he knew, still the King of England and the fractious young Henry still Count of Cotentin. Alan the Dapifer, so far as we know a bachelor and a fervent Christian did not come back from the Holy Land, for he had won himself a guaranteed place in heaven by dying soon after the siege of Antioch in 1098 along with his master Roland the Archbishop of Dol. What Duke Robert did not realise was that during his long absence the situation had altered radically.




Part Two


THE ENGLISH INTERLUDE




Chapter One


Flaald the Fighter


Alan the crusader had left no son and it was his younger brother Flaald who became the new Dapifer of Dol in 1098. But within two years he had left the little city to find fortune elsewhere. The catalyst for this move was without doubt the ambition of William the Conqueror’s youngest son, Count Henry of Cotentin (1068–1135), who was discontented with his share of his dead father’s empire and had gathered around himself a coterie of faithful Breton knights. On a Thursday in April 1100 Henry was in an adjoining glade of the New Forest when his brother the bachelor King William II died from an allegedly accidental arrow ricochet. With a few followers, Henry made sure his brother’s body was taken care of and then headed off to nearby Winchester to seize the royal treasury. So rapid were his actions that by Sunday he had himself crowned King of England while his elder brother, Duke Robert of Curthose, who had at least as good a claim, was still wending his way back from the Middle East. It was remarkably efficient: almost as if it had been planned.


It is highly probable that Flaald was not far from Henry’s side during that eventful week. Certainly we know that he was in England quite soon afterwards, for in 1101 he was present in Monmouth when a priory was dedicated by his immediate master Rhiwallon Count of Dinan, now also Lord of Monmouth. Unless he was by that time too old Flaald was almost certainly at the final battle between King Henry and his brother Duke Robert at Tinchebray in 1106, when Robert was captured and then held a prisoner for the rest of his very long life – he died in Cardiff Castle at the age of eighty having spent his remaining twenty-eight years in various dungeons.


We certainly know there was a group of Breton knights fighting at - Tinchebray under Count Elias of Maine. And these reliable Breton knights were a key part of the new breed of immigrants encouraged by Henry I to settle in England. So too were some of the reliable Breton clergymen, for it is believed that Flaald’s brother Rhiwallon, the monk of Mezuoit, also came across to settle in an English monastery. Certainly the monastery which the family founded at Sporle in Norfolk was staffed from the family’s favourite French monastery at Saumur, to which Rhivallon (b.1058) had been attached.




Chapter Two


Alan Fitzflaald, Sheriff of Shropshire


A few years after the accession of Henry I in 1100, Flaald died and his son Alan, the new Dapifer of Dol was given a much more prestigious post. He had been in England since at least 1101 and had earned his spurs in the new king’s service. He was appointed Sheriff of Shropshire and given land at Oswestry where he refurbished the castle built there earlier by Rainald Bailleul (part of another family which was to make its mark in Scottish history). This town of St Oswald’s Tree had until recently been in the hands of the Welsh and was still very close to the Welsh border; therefore it was a key location in the defence of the march. Possibly Alan’s appointment owed something to the fact that he married his predecessor’s daughter, Avelina de Hesdin, but it was all part of Henry’s plan to place reliable knights on the Welsh border with Roger Montgomery, his new Earl of Shrewsbury as the senior baron in the area.


Meanwhile, King Henry had married Princess Edith (d.1118) half-sister of King Edgar of Scotland (1097–1107). She was the daughter of Malcolm Canmore and his saintly wife Margaret who was herself a member of the old English royal dynasty. The pious Edith renamed herself Matilda, tolerated her husband’s numerous affairs and made a habit of washing the feet of lepers, sometimes of kissing them. But most significantly she brought with her from Edinburgh to London her young brother Prince David (c.1082–1153) as a kind of minder or perhaps to finish off his education. It was this opportunity for the teenage David to mingle with Norman knights that was to make possible the next major leap forward for the family from Dol.


Prince David still had two elder brothers (both of whom might produce sons) who stood between himself and any expectation of the Scottish throne, so he actively pursued a career in England. A year after his first move south he accompanied King Henry’s feudal host to Cherbourg where he witnessed a charter by Robert de Brus (Bruis or Brix on the Cotentin peninsula), another supporter of the new king, who had won extensive lands in Yorkshire. His family too was to play a major role in Scotland in the not too distant future. The Brus charter was for transferring a church at Querqueville near Cherbourg to the control of St Mary’s of York, but its real significance lies in this first known contact between the Bruce family and their future patron, David of Scotland.


A dozen years later in 1114 David added to his Anglo-Norman connections by marrying Maud of Huntingdon, a rich widow. So Prince David of Scotland also became Earl of Huntingdon in England with lands as far afield as Northampton, an area where yet more Norman knights were ready to take an interest in the young Scottish prince: Hugh de Morville, Robert Avenel, David Olifard, Geoffrey de Melville, Randolph de Soules, the Giffords, Grahams, Lindsays, many names of Norman French families later to feature prominently in Scottish history. Among them in particular were the de Biduns (later Beatons) who came from Dol and were also neighbours of David’s near Huntingdon. It was perhaps they who introduced Prince David to Alan the Sheriff of Shropshire.


Meanwhile, Prince David’s eldest brother King Edgar of Scotland had died childless in 1107 after a mere ten years on the throne. His next brother Alexander I (1077–1124, king from 1107) had taken over and David was now unexpectedly only one life away from the Scottish crown.


In 1114 the two brothers King Alexander I and Prince David of Scotland joined their brother-in-law Henry (also Alexander’s father-in-law, for he had married Henry’s illegitimate daughter Sibylla) on a campaign along the Welsh border. This gave the opportunity to meet March lords such as Alan, Sheriff of Shropshire and perhaps also his four young sons. David had by this time begun to collect ambitious Norman knights as potential retainers to back any power moves that he might contemplate in Scotland. He had actually used the threat of calling on their services to browbeat his brother Alexander into making him Prince of Cumbria, so he now had extensive estates both north and south of the border.


Sometime soon afterwards Alan Fitzflaald died at Oswestry, but the contacts made in his lifetime were to prove crucial for the future of his family. He had become quite rich, for in addition to the old family seat at Dol and the newer one at Oswestry he had acquired lands in Sussex, Norfolk and Yorkshire. In Norfolk he had founded the new priory at Sporle as a daughter house of the family’s favourite abbey of St Florent-de-Saumur as well as patronising his local abbey at Wenlock. But with four sons to receive an inheritance it was questionable whether even after these acquisitions he could satisfy all their ambitions. As it happened hard times were just around the corner.




Chapter Three


William Fitzalan and the Wars of Matilda


When Alan Fitzflaald died in about 1120, his eldest son Jordan went back to Dol to carry on the family tradition as Dapifer to the count or archbishop, but kept several English estates at Tuxford in Nottingham and near Lincoln. In the years that followed, however, Dol proved no more comfortable an inheritance than that of his three siblings. While little is known of Jordan and his successors we do know that there was another violent rebellion in that part of Brittany in 1148. It was reconquered by Henry II for the Plantagenets in 1166 and the cathedral was destroyed in 1203 by his son King John, who felt so guilty afterwards that he paid for the construction of a beautiful new building which still stands today. Jordan had married a lady called Joan but they seem to have had no surviving children and he was succeeded as Dapifer by his brother, another Alan. After that the male line of the Dapiferi of Dol seems to have run out.


William Fitzalan (c.1105–60), the second son of Alan, meanwhile inherited the family estates in Oswestry, Fotheringhay and Arundel, as well as in due course the sheriffdom of Shropshire, but within fifteen years he was to lose nearly everything in the civil war that followed the death of Henry I. He had added to his wealth by a good marriage to Isabel de Ingram, which gave him the additional lordship of Clun with its 12,000 acres of forest, and had also founded Haughmond Priory. Some years later when the family had recouped its losses after the civil war, their grandson was destined to marry the last of the d’Albini of Arundel so that the later Fitzalans took over the earldom of Arundel and held it for some three hundred years until their male line died out in 1580. But though distinguished, William’s descendants were to be much less famous than those of his younger brother Walter.


Alan’s third son Walter received a much smaller portion of the family inheritance, with a couple of minor Shropshire estates in return for which he had to bring himself and two other knights to join his brother’s contingent in the feudal host. He also received a small manor at North Stoke near Arundel. Of the inheritance of Alan’s fourth son Simon we know even less, but the fact that like his brother he was later to emigrate to Scotland suggests that his prospects were not great in England.


Events elsewhere were due to have a considerable impact on the future lives of the three Fitzalan brothers who for the time being had stayed behind in Shropshire. In 1124 David of Cumbria, the young Scots Prince who had met the family while campaigning nearby ten years earlier, had against all the odds inherited the crown of Scotland, for both his brothers had died childless before him. By this time David had become a great admirer of Norman fighting techniques and the administrative efficiency of Henry I, so it was not surprising that he should recruit some of his friends from Huntingdon, Northampton and the Welsh border to help him in his task of modernising the kingdom of Scotland. William Comyn who had worked for Henry I in his chancellery was brought north as chancellor for David and the Durham monk Ailred to be tutor for his sons. Two other connected events were to add momentum to King David’s recruitment campaign. The first was the drowning in 1120 of King Henry I’s only son on the famous White Ship as it attempted in bad weather to sail back across the Channel from Barfleur. Since he had no other legitimate sons, this meant that Henry’s heir was his daughter Matilda (1102–67). Formerly married to the Emperor of Germany, another Henry, but left a widow and by this time wife of Geoffrey Count of Anjou, she was available to take over as queen of England, although female heads of state were a medieval rarity. The second event was the death of King Henry in 1135 followed by a quick coup d’état, in which the throne meant for Matilda was instead snatched by her cousin, Henry’s nephew, Stephen of Blois. This resulted in a civil war, some of the bloodiest events of which took place in Shropshire.


It was natural for the three Fitzalan knights to side with the Empress Matilda, as her father had been their chief benefactor. It was also unsurprising that David of Scotland should exploit the situation in England to support the weaker side (Queen Matilda) against the stronger (King Stephen). In 1138 David invaded England and though he lost the Battle of the Standard near Northallerton he continued to make life difficult for Stephen. Soon afterwards the Fitzalan boys’ uncle Ernulf de Hesdin was forced to surrender Oswestry to King Stephen after a long siege and was hanged as a traitor. By this time several of David’s Anglo-Norman friends had been given Scottish baronies and were fighting by his side, one of them Walter Fitzalan. Another was certainly Robert de Brus, ancestor of the future Scottish king of the same name in its anglicised form and holder since 1124 of the Scots barony of Annan.


Two years after the Battle of the Standard and the sack of Oswestry by King Stephen further disaster struck the Fitzalans when the Welsh Prince Madoc ap Meredith of Powys took advantage of the English civil war to invade Shropshire and capture Oswestry for the Welsh. It was to be nearly two decades before the town and castle were restored to William Fitzalan. Meanwhile his two younger brothers had lost patience and set off to seek new careers in Scotland where their friend King David had challenges to lay before them.




Part Three


HIGH STEWARDS OF SCOTLAND
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Chapter One


Walter Fitzalan, Lord of Renfrew and the Battle of Knock Hill


Walter Fizalan seems to have entered the service of David of Scotland in about 1136, two years before the Battle of the Standard; his signature was on David’s charter that year for the new abbey at Melrose. Soon after that he was given a significant group of manors in the Paisley area, on the south side of Glasgow and Innerwick near Dunbar on the Scottish east coast. Like his colleague Robert de Brus, who had lands in Yorkshire, he still at this time held on to some of his English properties, including Manwede in Sussex.


By this time King David was nearly sixty and Walter perhaps about half that age, but the young man seems to have been marked for rapid promotion along with two other Anglo-Norman knights. One was Hugh de Morville, a friend of the king’s from his Huntingdon estates, who was now given large tracts in the Borders and Ayrshire. The other was Robert de Brus, like Walter a knight of Norman extraction who had been given Annan and other lands in Dumfries. De Brus married a local heiress, Agnes. All three knights were with David at the disastrous battle against King Stephen at Winchester in 1141, when another Norman knight, David Olifard, saved the Scots king’s life and was rewarded with land on the Clyde at Drumsargad and later Bothwell. Walter himself attended Matilda’s court in Oxford soon afterwards. Not long before this Walter himself had been favoured with the title of King’s Steward or Dapifer – perhaps he had told King David that his family held such a position back in Brittany; otherwise it seems an amazing coincidence. The previous incumbent had been the Englishman, Aelred, acting as tutor to the king’s two sons, who resigned in 1134 to become a monk at Rievaulx. In about 1160, Walter’s title was to be confirmed as hereditary to the Fitzalan family, so that later they came to be known as Stewarts, a corruption of their job title. Just as in Dol, the feast-bearing part of the job had become purely ceremonial. Perhaps the duties included running the royal household and fixing the wages of the servants, but mainly the appointment simply distinguished Walter as a senior, trusted baron who took precedence over anyone but a belted earl or a royal prince. The blue and white squared pattern (fesse chequey) on his coat of arms was not so much a steward’s napkin as a portable base for counting coins. Certainly we know that the job involved Walter in attending the king as he moved from one royal palace to another in the rotational style favoured by medieval monarchs, in fact the only way they kept their homes remotely hygienic and their kingdoms intact.


The placing of Walter Fitzalan by the strategically important Clyde estuary was significant. While on the north side of the river the western approaches to Glasgow were protected by the royal fortress of Dumbarton perched securely on its all but impregnable rock, the south shore of the Clyde was much more vulnerable. In addition the protection of Glasgow now mattered more to King David as his fine new cathedral there had just been dedicated in 1136. This vulnerability was a concern because of the threat that still existed from the Vikings, as they and their descendants dominated the west coast. More specific was the threat from the half-Viking Somerled (d.1164) who had carved out a sea-based empire from the Outer Hebrides down to the Isle of Bute and who played off his vague allegiance to the kings of Norway against his even vaguer allegiance to Scotland. We know that soon after the dedication of Glasgow Cathedral both Walter the Steward and Robert de Brus were with King David at Cadzow Castle in Lanarkshire for a council of war. For the time being Somerled was busy consolidating his conquests and had even served in David’s army in 1138 but he was not expected to stay loyal forever.


In addition to his strategically vital Clydeside properties Walter had also been given a key location near Dunbar on the east coast where he built a formidable castle at Innerwick looking down on the main coastal route from Newcastle to Edinburgh. Here he had a small nucleus of knights at his disposal to help protect this vital route. This too demonstrates the trust placed in Walter by King David.


Apart from the unpredictable Somerled, other independent-minded, non-Norman magnates also threatened the integrity of David’s kingdom at this time: Fergus Lord of Galloway was similarly of Norse extraction, and like Somerled relied on a fleet of fast-moving galleys with which he could commute from Northern Ireland where he also had vassals. To counteract this David installed a number of Norman knights along the Solway coast. The Brus family threw up their first motte at Annan, the Berkeleys at Urr, the de Soules at Hermitage, the Balliols at Buittle, and the Sommervilles at Carnwath. All were skilled, tough Norman knights and most had probably sided with the Empress Matilda against King Stephen in the civil war, so they had little to lose by accepting new posts in Scotland, however dangerous. They wore the state-of-the-art Norman armour of chain mail and helmet, and were used to harassing the peasantry into raising vast mounds of earth on which they at first built wooden castles, later stone ones. Inevitably many native landowners found themselves dispossessed, but in many cases the newcomers married their daughters, so all was not lost. Besides, the process was so gradual there was little opportunity for concerted rebellion.


Another threat came from the mysterious Aed, Earl of Moray and his ally Malcolm MacHeth, reputedly an illegitimate son of the previous king, Alexander I, who thus perhaps fancied himself as a candidate for the throne. He had married Somerled’s sister in 1130 and rebelled in 1134, perhaps the first occasion when King David used his new Norman recruits in battle in Scotland. MacHeth was imprisoned at Roxburgh for the next two decades and a group of Flemish knights, the Freskins were given his lands in Moray to help bring it under royal control.


Meanwhile, Walter the Steward was settling in to his new estates. He was given the castle built recently by King David on an island in the Clyde just above Renfrew which was later known as Kings Inch, now smothered by industrial dereliction and realignment of the river. His other first home was Blackhall a few miles away by the River Black Cart at Paisley where he built himself a new hunting lodge. The area was reasonably prosperous, the land mainly flat and fertile while Renfrew itself functioned as a tidal port with customs exemption granted by the king for one merchant ship. Its stretches of salmon fishing were productive and there were rich shoals of herring in the firth beyond. For hunting there were the Fereneze Woods as well as the forest around Paisley. A few years later Walter also refurbished the old castle at Dundonald as his base for controlling North Ayrshire and completed construction of Innerwick Castle on its rocky promontory near Dunbar as his east coast power centre.


In addition to his own estates, Walter was responsible for at least five or six knights in Renfrew, Ayrshire and on the east coast who through him owed military service to the crown and in return had manors of their own in the surrounding area. Of these the name later most famous was that of Richard le Walleis, a man like Walter himself from the Welsh border of Shropshire who was given Elderslie near Paisley and probably Riccarton in Ayrshire. His precise relationship to the later guardian William Wallace is not clear, as William’s father is known to have been an Alan Wallace, perhaps not of Elderslie as was often thought. A second knight was Robert le Croc, another friend from Walter’s Shropshire days, who was given the area now named after him at Crookston in Glasgow, where he too built a castle. It is possible that Walter’s wife Eschina de Mow (Molle or Morebattle in the Cheviots near the English border) was actually Croc’s widow and already had four children (three sons, flatteringly called Walter, Alan and Simon) before bearing another four to Walter. She also perhaps brought him some Border properties, like Jedburgh, as her dowry, while Mow itself was given to Kelso Abbey for pasture. Walter’s vassals around Innerwick also supplemented their income by renting pastures to the monks of Kelso. The Fitzfulbert brothers Peter and Robert took Pollok on the White Cart and Stenton in East Lothian while a third brother became canon at Glasgow’s new cathedral. Robert of Pollok married Croc’s daughter, known as Isabella de Molle. Another knight, Reginald or Ranulf, was given Cathcart and built the huge earthwork at Camphill. Other neighbours included the two brothers of Kent (also in Shropshire), Adam and Ralph who had Ingleston near Hillington and Ralston (Ralph’s Town) while Robert de L’Isle (later Lyle – the original island was probably on the Severn in Shropshire) received Duchall near Kilmacolm. Ralph of Ness who also came from Shropshire and Nicholas de Cotentin both held land near the Steward’s at Innerwick. Simon Loccard was another Norman newcomer who gave his name to two Symingtons, one in Ayrshire, the other in Lanark while Hugh of Pettinain gave his first name to Houston in Renfrew and his second to Pettinain in Lanark. Also an important follower of Walter’s was Robert Montgomery, a relation of his old overlord the Montgomery Earl of Shrewsbury, who was given Eaglesham. Just to the west of Renfrew was the Templar base at Inchinnan – the Grand Master had visited Scotland in 1128 and been given Balantrodoch (now Temple near Rosslyn in Midlothian) as another base while the Knights of St John were given Torpichen in 1153. The one non-Breton vassal of the Steward’s seems to have been a Viking called Arknell who held the area named after him – Arkleston – east of Paisley.


In addition to David’s policy of encouraging the immigration of Norman and Breton knights to spearhead his defences he had also attracted Norman clergymen from England or sometimes direct from France to help reform his administration and the Scots church. He had already founded a succession of major new abbeys: Selkirk in 1113, Dunfermline in 1128, Melrose 1136, Kelso Abbey and Lesmahagow Priory in 1144. At the same time he encouraged his new barons to do the same thing, the Morvilles for example founding Dryburgh Abbey, just as Walter the Steward was later to found one at Paisley.


In 1153 David I died at the age of about sixty-five having outlived his own son Earl Henry (–1152). Walter, who had served him for some seventeen years, now became the Steward for his grandson Malcolm IV (1153–65) who was only eleven, while by this time Walter was approaching fifty. Meanwhile in England the troubled reign of King Stephen came to an end with his death in 1154 and his rival Matilda’s son Henry II took over. Almost immediately trouble broke out in Scotland. Fergus of Galloway objected strongly when the impressionable young King Malcolm responded to the call of Henry II to join his army in Toulouse in 1159, when he was probably accompanied by Walter the Steward. This was the occasion when Malcolm, aged eighteen, was knighted by King Henry, for only a king could knight a king. The disgruntled Fergus joined up with some other earls to attack Malcolm in Perth but was defeated and retired to a monastery. Walter, despite his age, was almost certainly again in the thick of it.


Walter must have earned considerable admiration from young King Malcolm for in 1160 he received a royal charter* making the stewardship hereditary to his family and also endowing him with more land. This confirmed his holding of areas like Carthcart, Le Muerne (Mearns), Le Drep (near Carmunnock), Strathgryffe, Loch Winnoch and Talahret (The Hurlet) but added western Partick and Inchinnan by the Clyde together with Stenton, Hassendean, Legerwood and Birkenside near his existing holding at Innerwick on the eastern Borders.


Three years later came another more serious rebellion, this time the long-expected attack by Somerled. This was the more shocking in that for some time the self-styled King (Ri) of the Isles had seemed to fawn on the young King Malcolm and even had the nickname ‘Sit-by-the-king’. Somerled had just conquered the Isle of Man from his new father-in-law after a major naval battle off Islay, so that now he controlled all the islands and some of the mainland coast all the way from Ayrshire to Lewis. In 1164 Somerled decided to strike at the heart of Scotland and came up the Clyde with a fleet of a hundred longships, manned by as many as 4,000 men. Significantly it was near Renfrew that they came ashore and the battle took place at Knock Hill halfway between Walter’s two castles of Inch and Blackhall. He himself had been on a mission to England at Fotheringhay Castle, one of his brother William’s properties, just a dozen miles from his king’s estates in Huntingdon and a mere thirty from his family’s other lands round Sporle in Norfolk. Here he signed the deed also for his new priory at Paisley, so he may not have returned in time for the battle, but it has to be assumed that if he was not present himself, and after all he was at least fifty, then his son and retainers certainly were. However the chroniclers gave him no particular credit. Some gave it to the king, others to the bishop and monks of Glasgow Cathedral who had prayed to St Mungo for a miracle, some (Chronicle of Melrose) to the ‘local’ inhabitants of the area. Yet it was remarkable that such a large army as Somerled’s was so rapidly and heavily defeated when its attack had been so unexpected – there was not enough time for a feudal host to have been summoned. On that basis and bearing in mind the further honours heaped by the king onto the Steward it is hard to believe that the ‘locals’ were any other than the Steward’s retinue. Both Somerled and his eldest son were killed in the battle or executed shortly afterwards. The body of the self-styled King of the Isles was taken away to be buried in his own newly founded abbey at Saddell in Kintyre.


The Battle of Knock Hill was a major turning point for the west coast and for the Fitzalans. There was no couterattack against Somerled’s surviving troops because King Malcolm had no fleet with which to chase them, but there was a move to take over the islands in the Firth of Clyde for the crown, the Cumbraes, Bute and Arran, and in this project the Stewards were to play a prominent role. It was probably at this time that they first took over Rothesay, and the forest of Cumbrae became a favourite place for hunting deer. In gratitude soon after the battle Walter began to build his new priory (later abbey) at Paisley. He had already, with the help of Prior Humbald of Wenlock, imported a group of Cluniac monks from Shropshire for his Church of St Mary and St James at Renfrew, so some of these were now transferred to the new building at Paisley dedicated to St Mirren (the local saint), St James (patron of the Dapiferi of Dol) and St Milburg of Wenlock. It was to become the largest Cluniac foundation in Scotland although it was to be eighty years before it was allowed by its mother house in France to be called an abbey.


Now well past the average age for this period, Walter outlived Malcolm IV who died at the age of twenty-four in 1165 having refused to marry, hence his nickname – The Maiden. There was only one possible illegitimate child to counteract his reputation for virginity, so it was his younger brother William who took over (William the Lion c.1143–1214). This impetuous, self-indulgent young man was thus the third king under whom Walter served and he did so for another dozen years. It is unlikely however that he accompanied the new king on his expedition to help Henry II of England in France the next year. Remarkably this was based at Mont St Michel and saw the restoration of Dol to Norman rule. By this time Walter’s elder brother Jordan was probably dead so the new Dapifer – and the last we know of – was his brother Alan.


King William the Lion of Scotland was totally absorbed in the general display of knightly chivalry in the English camp, where jousting at tournaments was the favourite sport of the aristocracy. However he did not follow Henry II the next year when he began the messy conquest of Ireland and in the years that followed he fell into the trap of underestimating his royal neighbour. Henry had a difficult patch after 1170 when he took the blame for the murder of Archbishop Thomas à Becket and soon after that began falling out with his own four teenage sons. As ever, the sons of Norman monarchs were impatient to take over and greedy for the biggest share. William the Lion perceived this as an opportunity to snatch the Earldom of Northumbria for Scotland and without proper preparations he rashly invaded England. He was surprised in fog near Alnwick, badly defeated and taken prisoner by the English. The price of his release was the Treaty of Falaise, by which as King of Scotland he had to make subservience to Henry of England. In addition the five largest castles in Scotland were to be garrisoned by English troops at Scottish expense. William also lost all of his father’s estates in Huntingdonshire and Tynedale plus any hope of recovering Northumbria. Symbolically the king of Scotland was now just a sub-king not a sovereign, and all his barons indirectly subjects of the English. This ill-conceived attack on England had brought disastrous consequences.


At about the time of this debacle Walter the Steward seems to have decided to retire, and became a brother at Melrose Abbey to which he gave the lands of Mauchline to cover his expenses. For the good of his soul he had endowed Paisley Abbey, and founded another new church at Auchinleck. Two years later he died at Melrose and his body was brought back to his priory at Paisley for burial.


Walter’s youngest brother Simon had also come to Scotland and settled in Kilmarnock where his fair hair led to him gaining the nickname Buidhe (yellow) which in due course became the surname of his descendants, Boyd. Apart from joining Walter in signing one or two documents, Simon does not seem to have achieved the prominence of his brother and as we shall see it was to be some three hundred years before the families were briefly linked again by marriage and in the power struggles of medieval Scotland. Meanwhile the slow but steady rise of the Stewards was set to continue. A Norman/Breton upper class had been foisted on the Scots almost by stealth.


      


* ‘hac mea carta confirmavi haereditariae Waltero filio Alani meo Dapifero senescalliam meam tenendam sibi et heredibus suis’




Chapter Two


Alan the Steward and the Crusades


It is not certain whether Alan Fitzwalter (fl.1177–1204) the new Steward of Scotland was really a crusader or whether it just suited him and his descendants to imagine that he was one. Certainly Barbour said he was one, but he was on the Stewart payroll so his statement is short on credibility. After all it was good for the family image and if it was all a lie then it was made plausible by the fact that Alan’s great-grand-uncle, also called Alan, was undoubtedly a crusader, who in fact had died during the First Crusade, and other members of the family were certainly crusaders. The story is also plausible because Alan must have been just into his early forties when the Third Crusade was called and if he did not go on it himself it is reasonably certain that some of his knights did for several of his tenants at Innerwick raised money for the purpose. In addition the new Hospital of St Thomas at Acre in the Holy Land was given the land at Spittalhill (i.e. Hospitalhill) near the Steward’s castle at Dundonald, so that is a reasonably strong indication.
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