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INTRODUCTION



The House of Stewart is one of the most famous, charismatic and tragic amongst the royal dynasties of medieval Europe. For 343 years from 1371, they held the kingdom of the Scots, and from 1603 until 1714 the crown of England, making them one of the longest lived royal lines, outlasting all their Plantagenet, Lancastrian, Yorkist and Tudor opponents in England, as well as their Burgundian and Valois French allies. They were a truly remarkable family, a towering landmark on the political map of the Continent that survived with unbroken male descent through fourteen generations from the mid-twelfth to mid-sixteenth centuries, then maintaining a male succession through a collateral for a further four generations until the expulsion of the senior male line from Britain in 1688. Their story is all the more remarkable, however, for the majesty of the Stewarts was founded on the career of a landless adventurer who took a gamble and came north to Scotland in the 1130s.


Amongst the colonists encouraged to settle in southern Scotland by King David I (1124-53) was Walter FitzAlan, the younger brother of a Shropshire lord of Breton descent. Like most younger sons of the aristocracy of twelfth-century Europe, Walter had no prospect of inheriting any significant part of his family’s English holdings and had to seek better prospects elsewhere. For many such younger sons, Scotland was a land of opportunity, where the king was seeking to strengthen his authority through the administrative abilities and military skills of knights as a colonising aristocracy. In return for their service, David was prepared to grant land, that basic source of wealth and power in the Middle Ages.


Walter FitzAlan’s initial landholding was small in comparison to that awarded to families such as the Bruces, Morvilles or Soulis, but before the end of David’s reign it had expanded into one of the greatest lordships in southern Scotland. Walter’s power stemmed from his loyal service to David, who by c.1147 had bestowed on him the honorific title of Steward of the king of Scots, from which his family later took their surname. Service, however, brought more tangible rewards than empty titles; it brought estates. At the core of Walter’s domain was the lordship of Renfrew, a frontier territory on the extreme west of the crown’s sphere of authority looking across the Firth of Clyde towards Argyll and the Isles. Regardless of his other lands, it was a great heritage that carved him a niche in the echelons of power. The little brother with no prospects had forced his way into the top ranks of the new Scottish nobility.


In the turbulent years that followed the death of David I, Walter proved his worth as a loyal vassal in the vulnerable westlands. Somhairle, lord of Argyll, who resented the encroachment of Scottish power on his domain, saw the FitzAlan lordship as a threat to be eliminated, for Walter was spreading his interests into Cowal – on the Argyll side of the Firth of Clyde – and the island of Bute. In 1164, Somhairle tried and failed to destroy the threat and by the time of Walter’s death in 1177 the FitzAlans dominated the region.


So long as FitzAlan and royal interests coincided, the Stewards’ star was in the ascendant. While the king pursued a policy of aggressive expansion in the west, he gave his greatest vassals in the region free rein to spread their power into disputed territories. But ambition over-reached itself and Walter’s son, Alan, fell under the shadow of royal displeasure in the 1190s. The eclipse of the Steward and his family lasted for over twenty years, prolonged by Alan’s early death and the long minority of his son, Walter II.


A new king brought a new dawn for, like Walter, Alexander II (1214-49) was a young man in a hurry. The Steward’s warriors and galleys played a key part in Alexander’s western campaigns, and by the early 1230s Walter had regained his grandfather’s place at the heart of royal policy-making. Until his death in 1241, he served as justiciar of Scotia, the crown’s greatest deputy in Scotland north of the River Forth. Walter’s loyalty was underscored when he broke family tradition and named his son and heir Alexander in honour of the king. His political acumen consolidated this position and at his death Walter’s power and influence rivalled that of the Comyns, the most influential noble kindred in thirteenth-century Scotland.


For the remainder of the thirteenth century the Stewards were central to the political life of Scotland. It was Alexander the Steward and his vassals who opposed King Håkon of Norway in the only serious action of the Scoto-Norwegian war of 1263, at Largs on the Clyde coast, and his men were at the forefront of the expeditions that secured Scottish control of the kingdom of Mann and the Isles. But it was under Alexander’s son, James, that the family’s place at the heart of national life was confirmed.


In March 1286 King Alexander III died in a riding accident leaving an uncertain succession. By this date, the Steward was a close ally of one of the contenders for the throne, the Bruce family, but he was also respected as an able and influential counsellor. As a result, James was chosen as one of the six Guardians who guided the affairs of the kingdom until the crisis was resolved. Despite his links with the Bruces, James offered faithful service to King John Balliol (1292-96) and was one of the emissaries sent in 1295 to negotiate the Franco-Scottish treaty that foreshadowed the outbreak of war with England in 1296. Although forced to submit in the aftermath of the Scottish defeat, James emerged as a leader in the revival of resistance under William Wallace and in 1302 again served as an ambassador to France in a bid to secure military aid against England. Before his death in 1309, James had seen the rising begun by Robert Bruce gain momentum and the cause of Scottish independence flourish once more.


The loyalty of the Stewarts was vital for the survival of the Bruce cause. Robert’s power base in the kingdom was slender, but the Stewarts could provide him with a network of alliances spread across Scotland. To tie the Stewarts to him, Robert arranged the marriage of his daughter, Marjory, to Walter, the young heir to the Stewart empire. The marriage produced one child, a son Robert, born in 1316 and named in honour of his royal grandfather. When King Robert’s last surviving brother, Edward, died in 1318, the infant Robert Stewart was the king’s closest living male relative. The descendant of a landless half-Breton knight from the Welsh Marches of England now stood but one step from the throne of Scotland. Life, however, was to throw up many unpredictable shifts of fortune before Robert Stewart was to sit in his grandfather’s place.


RO
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ROBERT II STEWART



(1371-1390)


Robert the Steward was fifty-five when he unexpectedly became king. Like John Balliol, his rule was plagued from the start by the fact that many powerful Scottish nobles continued to view Robert as their equal or less. Yet even without this problem, Robert would have offered very different prospects as king after his east-coast, anglophile, authoritarian and chivalric uncle, David II.


Robert was probably born in early 1316, about a year after the marriage in April 1315 of his father, Walter, the 6th High Steward of Scotland, to the eldest daughter of Robert I, Marjorie Bruce (who died after a fall from her horse probably in 1317). But Robert grew up as a west-coast magnate on the Stewart family lands in Renfrew, Clydeside and the Gaelic-speaking isle of Bute, and was perhaps fostered out as a child to an Isles or Argyll family. His household and private faith would remain centred on this region throughout much of his life.


There is no doubt, however, that Robert was, even in adolescence, an extremely ambitious and capable politician. If all went well for the Bruce dynasty, Robert would remain simply the next head of his family to take up the now purely honorary title of High Steward of Scotland, a royal household role that his Breton ancestors (the FitzAlans) had been given by David I (1124-53). But Robert I’s line was by no means secure. Thus Robert Stewart’s importance in the kingdom had been inflated from the first.


Between Edward Bruce’s death in 1318 and the birth of a royal son in 1324, the infant Robert Stewart was recognized as heir to the throne; the 1326 parliamentary Act of Succession recognized him as second behind prince David. With this role came extensive new estates in Knapdale (Argyll), the Lothians and Roxburghshire. Robert may also have been promised the possible inheritance of the earldom of Fife. That made the new Steward (after the death of his father on 9 April 1327) the most important regional magnate of Scotland alongside the key Bruce allies, the Randolphs and the Douglases. So when Edward Balliol and England threatened through war to deprive Robert Steward of his inheritance he would play a crucial part in the recovery of Bruce Scotland. On 19 July 1333 – aged just sixteen – he led a division of his landed followers against Edward III in the army of Guardian Archibald Douglas at the defeat of Halidon Hill. Then in 1334 Robert only narrowly escaped by boat to Dumbarton Castle as his western lands were overrun by his Anglo-Balliol enemies. But while David was taken into exile in France, Robert stayed to fight and, teaming up with the Campbells of Lochawe, waged a campaign to recover castles and land around the Clyde and in southwest Scotland.


At this stage, a fifteenth-century Scottish chronicler describes Robert as winning the loyalty of many Scots: ‘a young man of attractive appearance above the sons of men, broad and tall in physique, kind to everyone, and modest, generous, cheerful and honest.’ But this influence, and Robert’s undoubted attempts to increase his landed interests during the war, brought him into conflict with David’s chief councillors while he was King’s Lieutenant in 1334-5 and again – although Robert seems to have submitted to Edward III briefly in between – in 1338-41. By the time David returned in June 1341 the lines were drawn for a tense struggle between crown and heir presumptive for control of territories and policy. As part of this rivalry, David and his supporters would influence contemporary Scottish writers to ignore and defame Robert’s achievements as Lieutenant before 1341 (and again between 1347 and 1357).


This personal contest dominated David’s adult reign and the best years of Robert’s life. On the whole, David managed to continually intimidate and frustrate Robert’s landed ambitions, even imprisoning him briefly with at least one of his sons in 1368. Yet without a Bruce son David could never completely break Robert. The Steward – nearly always at the royal court throughout the reign – repeatedly proved himself able to sabotage or limit the king’s power, abandoning him in battle in 1346 (the only time Robert would ever cross the border into England), delaying David’s release from captivity (1347-57), joining a rebellion against the crown in 1363 and, on several occasions, mustering opposition in parliament to obstruct David’s plans to admit an English royal to the Scottish succession. In doing so, Robert’s strength lay in the control he and his growing family exerted over much of western, central and north-eastern Scotland by 1360-70. For while David was barren, Robert had four sons and several daughters by his first wife, Elizabeth Mure (d. c.1349-55), daughter of Adam of Rowallan in Ayrshire, although Robert had to seek legitimation for this brood in 1347 and perhaps go through a formal marriage; he then had several more children by his second wife, Euphemia, widow of John Randolph, earl of Moray, and sister of William, earl of Ross, whom he wed in 1355. Robert also had several illegitimate children by various mistresses.


It was naturally to this ‘family firm’ or network that Robert turned in 1371. While David II had sought to overawe his great regional magnates with his own authority and household government, Robert was prepared to compromise with the great families in power in the various quarters of Scotland, and to delegate power to them there while seeking either a useful marriage to one of his daughters or advancement of the lordship of one of his cunning adult sons. This approach enabled Robert to buy his way out of an immediate crisis in spring 1371 – a challenge before his Scone coronation from William, earl of Douglas. By 1382 it had also seen the Stewarts sideline many of David II’s old supporters and gain control of eight of the fifteen Scottish earldoms and of many more valuable lordships, as well as most of the key royal castles and offices north of the Forth-Clyde line. This included the earldoms of Fife and Menteith, snapped up by Robert’s second surviving son, Robert; Buchan, Ross and Badenoch, all grasped in the north-east by the fourth son, Alexander; and Caithness, which fell to Robert’s fifth son (his first by his second wife), David, who also inherited the earldom of Strathearn thanks to the strong-minded influence of his mother, Queen Euphemia. All these lands were added to those held by Robert II before 1371, namely the western Stewart lands and the Perthshire earldom of Atholl. In addition, John MacDonald, lord of the Isles, John Dunbar, earl of Moray and James, the future 2nd earl of Douglas, were Robert’s sons-in-law. Robert managed to quash doubts about the royal Stewart line through further parliamentary Acts of Succession in 1371 and 1373 which entailed the kingship in turn on each of Robert’s sons and their male heirs only: the memory of the problem-filled female succession disputes of 1286-92 clearly still haunted the community and there was an equally pressing need to vanquish doubts about the legitimacy of Robert II’s first family. At the same time, Robert pushed the Stewarts’ image as the true heirs of Robert Bruce and – along with the Black Douglas family in the south – Scotland’s champions against England. This patriotic strengthening of the new royal house was enshrined in John Barbour’s The Bruce, one of several such court works paid for by Robert II by 1375.


For the best part of a decade this loose, decentralized style of kingship seemed to work well enough. During the 1370s, Robert II was mostly to be found in and around the burgh of Perth and his nearby lordship of Methven or making devotional visits to his ancestral lands in the west: predictably, he was in no way as energetic a king as either of the younger Bruces. However, because much of Robert II’s power throughout the realm lay in the hands of ‘the sons he maid rych and mychty’ as well as other regional magnates, all of whom he normally left to their own devices, it was very difficult for Robert to be seen to lead from the centre when a crisis arose. This was especially true when open rivalry erupted between the Stewart princes.


By 1382 Alexander Stewart, the king’s justiciar and lieutenant in the north, had obviously became part of the problem of, rather than the crown’s solution to, mounting Highland lawlessness, having built a territorial empire using ‘caterans’ – Gaelic mercenary companies. While this was decried by fearful parliaments in the English-speaking lowlands, the king was unable to punish his fourth son’s violent acquisition of land in the northeast and Ross. Fatally, Robert’s impotence provided his eldest son and heir, John, earl of Carrick, impatient for power, with a pretext to remove the king from government.
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