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Foreword

The early Stewart kings, perhaps understandably, have lacked biographers, but they have never been short of detractors. Most modern writers have taken their cue from Jean Froissart’s unflattering description of Robert II in his seventieth year, 1384, the year in which the king, in Professor Duncan’s memorable phrase, ‘was given statutory notice of redundancy’, rather than from Abbot Bower’s comments that Robert II was ‘most highly regarded’, and that Robert III had ‘a sound conscience … and love of justice’. Part of the problem may be that neither of these roles appears to merit the praise of those twentieth-century historians who equate effective government with masterful kingship, the domination of a turbulent nobility by a ruthless monarch.

Thus the early Stewarts, according to Professor Dickinson, were ‘both old and of little force of character’; Professor Donaldson caustically remarked that the famous dynasty had made ‘a somewhat pedestrian beginning’; and Professor Nicholson went so far as to group the accession of the Stewarts together with ‘other afflictions’ of the late medieval period. Nicholson was, of course, working to his own agenda. His praise of David II, Robert II’s predecessor — much lauded for his ‘intensive government’ — required the corollary of a rapid Stewart decline in order to set off King David’s presumed virtues in high relief. Alone amongst recent writers, Dr Alexander Grant pointed to the peace and stability of Robert II’s reign, and to the king’s even-handedness in the distribution of patronage.

When historians sit in judgment on key figures from a period of the past which is still to be studied in depth, we may be forgiven for feeling more than a little sceptical. Dr Boardman’s study of Robert II and Robert III is not however an attempt to register special pleading for the early Stewarts, still less an effort to replace yesterday’s historical prejudices with those which are currently fashionable. Rather the book, the first scholarly study of the early Stewart kings, seeks to understand the nature of their kingship, the forces which shaped their style of government, the constraints which were placed upon it, and the policies attempted or effectively pursued by both rulers. It is a remarkable story in its own right, covering the first two generations of what was to become one of Europe’s most famous royal dynasties.

Even a casual glance at the facts reveals that Robert II and his successor espoused a different governmental style to that of David II. Firstly, there are striking differences in geographical orientation, with Robert II to be found conducting royal business most frequently in Perth, or nearby Methven or Scone, rather than Edinburgh, the location of the great majority of David II’s Acta (though not those of David’s father, the hero king Robert I, whose principal centres of business were Berwick and Scone, with Edinburgh a poor third). The change undoubtedly reflects the Stewarts’ origins as west-coast magnates, their domination (by the early 1380s) of Scotland north of Forth, and their enthusiasm for a mixture of business and pleasure in Highland Perthshire.

Secondly — and more significantly — as Dr Boardman shows, in the crucially important area of crown-magnate relations there emerged a highly decentralised style of kingship, with extensive delegation of royal authority to the great regional families, above all to the king’s Stewart kinsmen. Stewart power lay partly in the territorial strength of the family ‘firm’, but also in Robert II’s skill in defusing trouble from the very outset in 1371, when he faced a challenge from William, earl of Douglas, supported by some of those with close ties to the former king, David II. Robert II’s response to this threat, as Dr Boardman shows, was to make deals and alliances, leaving his major opponents with their regional influence intact, or even enhanced. Such policies reflect ‘the techniques of a man long schooled in the practicalities of baronial polities’. Dr Nicholson has a different view; when he comments that ‘opposition was bought off; loyalty was not taken for granted but was richly rewarded’, he means it as a damaging criticism of the early Stewarts. But perhaps most rulers, and certainly successful ones, behave in this way to a greater or lesser degree; and Robert II was not after all the creator of the great MacDonald and Douglas territorial lordships with whose leaders he had to deal as king.

Furthermore, King Robert’s succession in 1371 was a surprise only in the sense that David II’s death was unexpected. Robert Stewart had been waiting in the wings for half-a-century, he had spent his manhood in ruthless pursuit of his wide-ranging territorial interests in the west and north, and he succeeded in terms of an act of succession as old as 1318. It is difficult to equate the usual view of Robert, the mediocre, prematurely aged, and decrepit king, with that of Robert, the ruthless expansionist magnate in pursuit of the crown. And it may be added that Robert II, at fifty-five, was hardly on the verge of senility. His second son Robert, earl of Fife and duke of Albany, first the éminence grise and latterly the uncrowned ruler of Scotland for more than a generation, made his most ruthless political coups in his early sixties and died aged eighty.

It would be difficult to make a convincing case for Robert II’s heir, John, earl of Carrick, who took the crown as Robert III, as an effective ruler. His failure may however be accounted for largely by internecine feuds and palace revolutions which afflicted the royal Stewart family, and in which he played a central role, during the 1380s. Having ousted his father from government in 1384, the future Robert III was replaced in his turn by his forceful younger brother, Robert, earl of Fife, in 1388. It is undoubtedly a commentary on the nature of Stewart politics at this time that the most significant turning point of the period was not the succession of a new king, Robert III, but rather that of a new royal lieutenant, Fife, together with the third earl of Douglas, Archibald ‘the Grim’, in 1388. The ensuing two years, graphically described by Dr Boardman, in effect witnessed the political marginalisation of the future Robert III and made him, in the early 1390s, little more than an observer of Scottish politics.

Supporters of masterful kingship may however take comfort from Robert Ill’s most enduring legacy, namely the political aspirations of his sons David and James, who both possessed a much more exalted view of Stewart monarchy than that of their father. The old king lived long enough to see his elder son David, duke of Rothesay, take control of government as lieutenant-general at the age of 21, only to perish at the hands of his uncle and rival, Robert, duke of Albany, three years later. Writing in the early sixteenth century, Hector Boece commented that Rothesay had died a martyr, and that miracles were performed at his tomb until his younger brother, James I, took revenge on the entire Albany family, at which point the miracles ceased. Subsequently James I himself was assassinated, a martyr, as Dr Michael Brown has shown, for the power and prestige of the Stewart dynasty. In their different ways, both these sons of Robert III set the agenda for a more dominant and aggressive style of kingship; but it was also a style which the Scots were reluctant to accept, and indeed prone to resist, until the 1450s.

A generation ago, Professor Donaldson pronounced judgment on the early Stewart kings before the case had come to court. ‘Admittedly’, he remarked, ‘no attempt has yet been made to bring the resources of modern historical research to bear on Robert II and Robert III … but it is beyond the bounds of probability that, even if this is done, either of them will emerge as a man who did much positively to shape Scottish history.’ The attempt has now been made. Readers may judge for themselves.

Norman Macdougall
Series Editor


Preface

As the author of the most recent general history of Scotland has observed: ‘Less is known about Robert II and Robert III than any other late medieval kings.’1 The perennial lack of interest, both academic and popular, in the careers of the founding fathers of Scotland’s most durable and famous royal dynasty is at once regrettable and understandable. The contemporary or near-contemporary chroniclers who reported on Robert II and Robert Ill’s reigns certainly did not leave an overall impression of scintillating or forceful personalities with which to excite the interest of later generations. Jean Froissart’s picture of the decrepit sixty-nine-year-old Robert II in 1384, bowed down with age, bleary-eyed, wishing for peace with England but openly despised and ignored by his bellicose nobility, was the earliest and one of the most important elements in the development of an enduring tradition which saw the first two Stewart kings as weak, ineffective and inadequate monarchs.2

For most subsequent historians the opening of the Stewart age was marked by a sad decline in the stature and competence of Scottish kings. W. C. Dickinson, for example, observed that ‘The early Stewarts were strong neither in body nor in character’, with ‘both unfitted for strong and active rule’, and concluded that Robert II’s kingship ‘was weak and inefficient, and that of his son, … was even weaker still’.3 Gordon Donaldson summed up the two reigns with the memorably acerbic comment that ‘after nineteen years of the increasingly senile Robert II, Scotland was to have sixteen years of the infirm Robert III’.4 The apparent degeneration of the royal house was accentuated by the fame of Robert I, the ‘hero-king’ of the Wars of Independence, whose reputation cast a long shadow over his successors. Thus, in lamenting the passing of Robert I, R. L. Mackie could comment that ‘unfortunately for Scotland, a hundred years had to pass before a worthy successor sat on the throne of Bruce’.5

The patent lack of enthusiasm for any detailed consideration of the first two Stewart kings was no doubt largely generated by their own lacklustre reputations, but the indifference of scholars was also grounded in a general opinion that the late fourteenth century was an era with few intrinsic merits as a field of endeavour. Most nineteenth and early twentieth-century writers on Scottish history saw in the accession of the Stewarts the opening of an age characterised by a long and dreary clash between ‘a succession of Scottish kings and their great vassals for the ruling power in the direction of the national destinies’.6 In this view, early Stewart kingship had no great ennobling mission to sustain an historian’s interest, for, as P. Hume Brown averred, the two ‘great causes of early Scottish kingship’ had come to an end with the unification of the kingdom by the Canmore dynasty, and the defence of its independence by the Braces. The rule of the early Stewarts was thus stigmatised as a period of ‘chronic misery and arrested national development’.7 This generally negative view of Robert II and Robert III, and the age in which they ruled, goes some way to explain the otherwise remarkable fact that the two kings have never been the subject of a scholarly biography.

Although historians were repelled by the aura of casual barbarism and magnate violence which surrounded the late fourteenth century, the period’s dramatic episodes and forceful personalities attracted the attention of historical novelists. Sir Walter Scott’s The Fair Maid of Perth is set in the reign of Robert III and revolves around the fierce clan duel of 1396 on the North Inch in Perth. A far less accomplished literary foray into the same reign is T. D. Lauder’s The Wolf of Badenoch, a work whose awfulness eventually attains a kind of grandeur. Lauder’s insight into the Wolf’s unruly domestic arrangements, which today would demand an immediate intervention by the Social Services, is capped by a quite hilarious account of the lord of Badenoch’s repentance and moral redemption after the burning of Elgin cathedral.8

In the last thirty years, the comparative neglect of the history of Scotland during the second half of the fourteenth century has been ameliorated by the work of a number of historians. Although the reign of David II (1329–71) still requires a full-scale evaluation, R. G. Nicholson, A. B. Webster, and A. A. M. Duncan have produced a series of detailed studies which collectively shed a great deal of light on the rule of that enigmatic king.9 The period after 1371 has benefited from a similar expansion in scholarly activity. Dr Nicholson’s impressive and wide-ranging overview of the politics of the late medieval kingdom, Scotland: The Later Middle Ages, provides a brief account of the early Stewart kings which retains the critical tone of earlier analyses. Nicholson dismisses early Stewart kingship as ‘futile and aimless’, and asserts that, under the new dynasty, ‘Scotland was to be racked by a misgovernance which proved … that there was no substitute for a masterful king’.10

In contrast, the most recent general survey of the late medieval kingdom, Alexander Grant’s stimulating Independence and Nationhood, offers a much more positive appraisal of the early Stewart monarchs and the kingdom which they ruled. For Dr Grant the distinguishing feature of Robert II’s reign was the political peace and stability achieved by a king whose ambitions and methods were in harmony with the political and social structure of a highly decentralised kingdom, although Robert III retains his reputation as ‘probably Scotland’s least impressive king’.11 Outwith the general histories, the study of specific aspects of late fourteenth-century Scotland has been advanced by a series of illuminating articles, largely by Dr Grant, on topics such as the development of the Lordship of the Isles, Anglo-Scottish relations in the reign of Robert II, and the career of Alexander Stewart, the Wolf of Badenoch.12 To these studies we may now add the brief but incisive analysis of the political situation in Scotland at the end of Robert Ill’s reign provided by the opening chapter of Dr Michael Brown’s excellent biography of James I.13 Further clarification of the state of the kingdom in the late fourteenth century should be provided by Alastair Macdonald’s current doctoral research on Anglo-Scottish relations in the reigns of Robert II and Robert III, while Karen Hunt’s work on the Albany governorships between 1406–1424 will illuminate the period in the immediate aftermath of Robert Ill’s death.

However, despite the quickening pace of research and interpretation, many of the most basic questions as to the ambitions, policies, achievements and personalities of the first two Stewart kings remain unanswered. It is to be hoped that this book will clarify at least some of the areas of uncertainty.

One of the key elements of the present study is a detailed examination of the political relationship between the early Stewart kings and their greatest aristocratic subjects, a relationship which, as the recent work of Drs Grant and Wormald has stressed, lies at the very heart of medieval Scottish government.14 For most historians, the crucial feature of crown-magnate relations in the reign of Robert II was the emergence of a highly decentralised style of kingship, which involved an extensive delegation of royal authority to major regional aristocrats, particularly the king’s Stewart kinsmen. The early chapters of this analysis seek to place the development of this loosely-bound and informal network of royal power in its immediate political context, rather than explaining its appearance entirely in terms of the personal and political mediocrity of the early Stewart kings. There were clearly other factors at work in the establishment of a monarchy which laid so little stress on the promotion and exploitation of the formal rights attached to the royal office.

When Robert the Steward came to the throne in 1371, at the age of fifty-five, he was already the head of a great aristocratic kindred with wide-ranging territorial interests, many of which had been personally secured by Robert during a long and ruthless baronial career. It was natural that the Stewart dynasty’s control of the kingdom after 1371 should rest on, and be advanced through, the established local power of the various members of the new royal family. The king’s sons and kinsmen were a valuable political resource, protecting the interests of the new dynasty and discharging many of the functions of royal government within their own areas of influence.

In contrast, the actions of noblemen who sought to oppose or restrict the authority of the new dynasty also contributed to a decentralisation of power. In 1371, the Stewart’s claim to the throne was challenged in a display of political disaffection at Linlithgow headed by William, 1st earl of Douglas, and supported by men who had been closely linked to the former king, David II. Robert responded to this threat using the techniques of a man long schooled in the practicalities of baronial politics, by cutting deals and establishing marriage alliances which left his principal opponents with their regional or local influence intact.

All these developments took place against a background of long-term political and social disruption which had encouraged a recasting and entrenching of magnate power across much of the kingdom. The civil wars of the early fourteenth century and the ongoing Anglo-Scottish conflict contributed to the rise of new regional lordships, most notably the MacDonald Lordship of the Isles in the west and the Douglas earldom in the south, whose place in the political structure of the kingdom was already firmly established by the time of Robert II’s coronation.

When the early Stewart kings are assessed within this environment they emerge as rather more than a hopelessly incompetent double act, staggering from one disastrous public appearance to the next. Robert II, in particular, was clearly a shrewd and capable politician, although a manipulator rather than a shaper of events.

Away from the central concern with royal personalities, aims and ambitions, the study touches on a number of other themes. One recurring motif is the growing political and cultural tension between the Gaelic and English-speaking societies of the kingdom, and the effect which this had on both the operation of royal government and the power of great regional lords such as Alexander Stewart, the Wolf of Badenoch.

Overall, the book aims to provide a coherent political narrative for the late fourteenth century, and a framework within which the reigns of the first two Stewart kings, so long synonymous with inadequacy and failure, can be properly assessed.
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1

A New Dawn for Yesterday’s Man

On 22 February 1371 David II, son of the hero-king Robert I, died unexpectedly at the age of forty-seven and at the height of his political power, in his castle of Edinburgh.1 During a long and eventful marital career the king had failed to produce any children to sustain the Bruce dynasty after his death. However, the prospect of dynastic and political crisis descending on the realm seemed remote, for the king’s nearest male heir, his nephew Robert, hereditary Steward of Scotland and earl of Strathearn, was already an adult and one of the most powerful noblemen in Scotland, with fifteen years’ experience of running the kingdom as guardian during David II’s enforced absences. Robert’s claims to the kingship appeared over-powering, for he was not only nearest in blood to the dead monarch, but was also the heir to the throne under the terms of parliamentary entails which had been drawn up under Robert I’s direction in 1318 and 1326.2

The impression that the Steward’s succession offered an element of political continuity is, however, wholly misleading. For most of his reign David II, not without reason, had regarded the Steward as his principal political opponent within Scotland. The last ten years of David II’s rule had seen the Steward and his most significant allies politically marginalised by the rapid rise to territorial and political influence of a number of individuals who found favour at David’s court either through their membership of the chivalric crusading cadre which grew up around the king, or their kinship to the king’s queen and mistresses. The effect of David’s patronage was to produce a royal establishment in which important elements, taking their lead from, and protected by, the king were indifferent or openly hostile to the Steward. The political risks in offending the heir to the throne appeared increasingly slight, for the Steward was already fifty-five years of age in 1371, some eight years older than David II. To many, the Steward must have appeared a spent political force whose chances of ascending the throne were becoming more remote with each passing year. On David II’s death in February 1371, therefore, Robert was faced with a royal establishment which was not politically sympathetic to, or prepared for, his succession. This fact was to have important consequences not only in terms of the open resistance the Steward would face in enforcing his rights to the crown during 1371, but also in the long-term development of his kingship up to 1390.
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When the Steward made the short crossing from his island lordship of Bute to the rocky harbour of Portencross in March 1371, en route to his coronation at Scone, he was bringing to the throne a set of ambitions, alliances and enmities which had been built up over four decades of political activity. Many of Robert II’s political prejudices and policies were grounded in his long non-royal career.



In the spring of 1315 Robert I and his brother, Edward, were in the midst of preparations for a great summer campaign in Ireland.3 Perhaps with an eye on the forthcoming Irish expedition Robert I was contemplating the marriage of his daughter, Marjory, to Walter, Steward of Scotland, a west coast magnate with a large galley force at his disposal and a family history of loyalty to the Bruce dynasty. Walter and his family were to play a prominent part in Edward Bruce’s attempt to enforce his claims to the high kingship of Ireland between 1315 and 1318.4 In 1315 Bruce had no son to succeed him, and any child born to Walter and Marjory would have become the king’s heir. The likelihood of a Stewart succession was a far-off improbability, however, for not only did Robert I still hope to produce a son by his second wife, Elizabeth de Burgh, but a parliament at Ayr in April 1315 approved an entailing of the rights to the crown by which the king’s brother, Edward, with Marjory’s consent, was made heir presumptive in the event of Robert I dying without male heirs.5

Within a year of their marriage Walter and Marjory’s union was blessed and ended by the birth of a son, named Robert ‘eftre hys gud eldfader’ in 1316, with Marjory apparently dying shortly after child-birth.6 The infant Robert, the king’s grandson, assumed the position of heir presumptive after the death of his great uncle Edward Bruce in Ireland in 1318.7 In the years after 1318 Robert I favoured his grandson with grants of the lordship of Cunningham, Kintyre and, following on the suppression of the Soules conspiracy in 1320, the baronies of Methven and Kellie forfeited by Roger Mowbray and William Soules.8 For six years Robert was the king’s heir until the birth of a son, David, to Robert I in 1324. Robert’s place in the succession behind his infant uncle was confirmed during a parliament at Cambuskenneth in 1326.9 In 1327 Robert’s father Walter died, and leadership of the Stewart family and care of the Steward passed to Walter’s brother, James Stewart of Durisdeer.10 An orphan at the age of eleven, the young Robert’s personal life and political future were further blighted by the death of his grandfather, Robert I, in 1329. The royal dynasty, of which the Steward was now the oldest male member, was brought close to ruin after Robert I’s death by the opening of the second phase of the wars of independence and the resurgence of the Balliol claim to the Scottish throne in the person of Edward Balliol, King John’s son, backed by the Scottish and English noblemen disinherited by Robert I and by the military might of Edward III. Political and military disasters overwhelmed the supporters of the Bruce dynasty after the death of the king. At Dupplin in 1332, and at Halidon Hill in 1333, the guardians exercising control of the kingdom on behalf of the young David II experienced catastrophic military reverses which handed effective political and territorial control of large areas of southern Scotland to Edward Balliol and the English forces who sustained his claim to the Scottish throne.11 In 1333 the Steward’s own ancestral estates in the Stewartry, Bute and Cowal were granted by the triumphant Edward Balliol to one of his own partisans, David of Strathbogie, the recently restored earl of Atholl who appointed his own officers in Bute and Cowal and personally accepted the submission and fealty of his new tenants in Renfrew.12 By the summer of 1334 the general situation in Scotland was so desperate that David II was sent for his own safety to France.

It is difficult to disentangle the reality of the Steward’s role during David II’s first period of exile between 1334 and 1341 from the distortions imposed by the propaganda of later Scottish chroniclers, but it is clear even at this stage that there was some level of political mistrust between the Steward and men associated with his uncle’s royal court. There is a marked regional and political clash between the accounts produced by the chroniclers writing closest to the events of the 1330s: an anonymous account incorporated in Andrew of Wyntoun’s Orygenale cronikil and the Gesta Annalia attached to John of Fordun’s Chronica Gentis Scotorum.13 Both accounts saw John Randolph, earl of Moray, a man firmly associated with David II, as an heroic figure in the struggle against Edward Balliol, but they diverge dramatically in their treatment of the Steward. The version preserved in Wyntoun narrates the desperate state into which the kingdom had fallen in 1334, and then launches into an account of the fightback by Bruce partisans in which the Steward was seen as playing the central role. With David of Strathbogie imposing his authority over Cowal, Bute and the Stewartry, the Steward is reputed to have hidden in Rothesay until two faithful retainers arranged a boat to spirit their lord to the mainland at Inverkip, from where a night ride to Overcummnock



Wyth twa men, that his charterys bare,

And a chawmbyr boy wythowtyn mare14



brought Robert to a small boat which took him to join David II in the impregnable fortress of Dumbarton held by Sir Malcolm Fleming in the Bruce interest. The account of the Steward’s frantic but heroic flight from his ancestral estates clearly came from a tradition which placed the Steward at the centre of Scottish resistance to Balliol after 1333. Wyntoun’s chronicle trumpeted,



The myscheff here i have yhow tauld:

Now ware gud to tell, quha sa wauld,

Qwham in ras fyrst recoveryng

Off comfowrt, and the begynnyng15



before launching into an account of the Steward’s recovery of his lordships of Cowal and Bute. The earliest version of Wyntoun’s chronicle made this point more explicitly with a chapter title ‘How Robert Stewart, at syne wes king, Faucht and first maid releving’.16 From his refuge in Dumbarton the Steward sought and received the assistance of Dougall Campbell of Loch Awe who ‘had a great affectyown’ for Robert. In early 1334 the Steward’s men swept down Loch Fyne on Campbell galleys ’till wyn his land, And to mak it his awyn fre’, retaking Dunoon castle in Cowal, a feat which encouraged a rising of the inhabitants of Bute who killed Strathbogie’s sheriff.17 By 25 May 1334 the Steward was on Bute issuing a charter in favour of Iwar Campbell, a son of Sir Arthur Campbell of Strachur, of the castle and bailiary of Rosneath near Dumbarton, no doubt as a reward for the Strachur Campbells’ part in the attack on Dunoon.18

The cause of the Bruce dynasty was apparently further bolstered by the return of John Randolph, the young earl of Moray, from France in 1334. After his return Moray was named alongside the Steward as a joint guardian of the kingdom for David II, but although Randolph and the Steward co-operated in campaigns against Balliol interests in 1334, there was clearly considerable political tension between the two young men. The idea of the joint guardianship probably originated in David II’s court before David’s departure to France, and it was an arrangement which seems to have annoyed the Steward, who was the king’s nephew and probably older than Randolph.19 Randolph was clearly the more dynamic of the two guardians, exploiting a falling out amongst Balliol’s allies to force David of Strathbogie, earl of Atholl, to come to David II’s peace in September 1334, and in the following year appearing at Tarbert, in the Steward’s lordship of Kintyre, in an attempt to win John of the Isles back to David II’s allegiance.20 Chronicle accounts suggested of Randolph that



… men hym callyd wtraly

The best begynnyng off a man,

That in Scotland wes lyvand than.21



The tensions between the Steward and Randolph became manifest during a parliament held by the two guardians at Dairsie in Fife in April 1335. The council was disrupted by a clash between David of Strathbogie and Randolph. The two men were engaged in a struggle for control of the northern lands and lordships which had belonged to Strathbogie’s uncle, John Comyn lord of Badenoch. Strathbogie enjoyed the support of Randolph’s fellow guardian, the Steward, whom Fordun accuses of being ‘not then ruled by great wisdom’.22 The dispute escalated into a widespread conflict between adherents of the Steward and Randolph in the north.23

In the summer of 1335, while the Steward/Randolph lieutenancy dissolved into political chaos, a huge English force, personally led by Edward III, advanced into Scotland in support of Edward Balliol.24 In the areas through which the English armies had passed John Randolph led a war of disruption and resistance until his capture near the border in July 1335, the prelude to his imprisonment in England until 1340.25 The arrival of the English army at Perth brought several men back into Balliol’s allegiance, including David of Strathbogie who, on his submission to Edward III and Edward Balliol, was created ‘warden of Scotland on behalf of those kings’.26 Strathbogie’s envoys to Edward were empowered to negotiate not only for the earl, but also Robert the Steward, whose lordships had been subject to a series of devastating attacks during 1335, including a direct assault on Bute in August and September 1335 by an English fleet from Ireland. The Steward probably submitted to Edward III at Edinburgh in September 1335, and had certainly demitted the office of lieutenant of the kingdom for David II before 4 December 1335, when Sir Andrew Moray appeared as guardian of the realm having defeated and killed David of Strathbogie, earl of Atholl, Balliol’s warden of the north, on 30 November 1335 at the battle of Kilblean.27 The Steward, despite his position as the king’s nephew and heir presumptive, did not re-emerge as guardian of the kingdom until after Sir Andrew’s death in 1338.

The pro-Steward account employed in Wyntoun’s chronicle suggests that the renewal of the Steward’s guardianship brought great benefit to the kingdom:



That he mantenyt mare and mare,

As yhe ma here forthirmare28



so that by 2 June 1341 the situation in Scotland was considered safe enough for David II to return from France.29

It is unlikely that David II and John Randolph shared Wyntoun’s positive assessment of the Steward’s political contribution to the kingdom during the crisis years of 1334–41. There was, however, little indication of open political hostility between the king and the Steward in the years after 1341. In fact, in February 1342, the king allowed the Steward to obtain title to the lordship of the earldom of Atholl through a curious series of grants and deals with William Douglas over the lordship of Liddesdale.30 There is little record of the Steward’s exercise of lordship in Atholl after 1342, but it seems clear that his new earldom, like other central Highland lordships in the early fourteenth century, was experiencing a measure of social and political reorganisation and realignment. As lord of Atholl Robert established an apparently amicable relationship with the Clann Donnchaidh, a kindred descended from the male line of the old celtic earls of Atholl, which had experienced a rapid rise to territorial and political power in highland Perthshire during the turbulent years of the early fourteenth century. The Steward also ratified or initiated the physical expansion of powerful west-coast kindreds into the earldom, with a grant of the thanage of Glen Tilt to Ewen MacRuari, a brother of the great west-coast magnate Ranald MacRuari of Garmoran.31

Between 1341 and 1346 any further advance of the Steward’s territorial influence in the north of Scotland was made unlikely by David II’s association with the warlike and chivalric John Randolph, earl of Moray, Robert’s adversary from 1335.32 The political situation in Scotland was transformed, however, by the battle of Neville’s Cross near Durham in October 1346, as David II led the last in a series of punitive raids on northern England designed to force English recognition of his own status and that of his kingdom.33 The encounter not only resulted in the capture of the Scottish king, but also saw the death or imprisonment of a large number of Scottish noblemen. John Randolph, earl of Moray, and Maurice Moray, earl of Strathearn, were both killed in battle, while John Graham, earl of Menteith, was captured and executed for treasonably breaking the allegiance given to Edward III in 1335. Duncan, earl of Fife, was sentenced to death for the same offence, but was spared because of his blood relationship to the English king.34 The Steward’s behaviour during the battle of Neville’s Cross became a matter of chronicle propaganda. Fordun claimed that Robert and Patrick, earl of March, had taken ‘flight and got away unhurt’, and the allegations against March and the Steward were echoed in English chronicles.35 Even the earliest version of Wyntoun’s chronicle records that ‘the Stewart eschapit then, And with him mony of his men, And the Erl of the Marche alsua; Hame to Scotland come thai twa’. However, this passage was removed from later versions, and the general tenor of Wyntoun’s account of the campaign was more critical of the king than the Steward.36

With David II in captivity in England the magnates and prelates left at liberty in Scotland after Neville’s Cross had little option but to choose the Steward, the king’s nephew, as guardian of the realm. Fordun was distinctly unimpressed with the Steward’s efforts as guardian.37 The eleven years between 1346 and 1357 during which he ran the kingdom as David II’s lieutenant were dominated by two themes: firstly, the increasingly desperate attempts by David II to procure his release from English captivity and, secondly, the political and territorial advance of the Steward and his family in the north of Scotland.

One of the Steward’s earliest actions as guardian was to secure a retrospective papal legitimation for the children produced by his relationship with Elizabeth Mure, the daughter of Adam Mure of Rowallan, a landowner in the Steward’s lordship of Cunningham. In the late 1330s Robert had co-habited with Elizabeth and produced children by her, in what appears to have been a secular marriage.38 Many factors would have concentrated the Steward’s mind on the issue of the status of his children in 1346. David II was a prisoner of the English whose release could not be guaranteed. It was unlikely that the childless king would be given the opportunity to father a successor during his period of captivity. Moreover, the king had been badly injured at the battle of Neville’s Cross, and this fact alone would have focused the Steward’s attention on the possibility of his succession to the throne in 1346–7.39 In this situation the legitimacy of the Steward’s offspring became an issue of some importance. The Steward’s supplication to the pope certainly indicates that it was more than a personal issue, for it was supported by the kings of France and Scotland, and seven Scottish bishops.40

Another consideration was that in 1346 a rival and undoubtedly legitimate line of descent had appeared within the Bruce dynasty. After David II’s return from France in 1341 the king had personally arranged for the marriage of his full sister, Margaret, to William, earl of Sutherland, a noble with a good record as a Bruce partisan. William and Margaret’s marriage produced a son, John, early in 1346. David II provided a substantial territorial endowment for William and John, who was a full rather than a half nephew to the king.41 The king’s sister seems to have died in childbirth, but before the legitimation of the Steward’s children in 1347, Margaret’s son was third in line to the throne behind the Steward, and certainly had a better claim than the Steward’s ‘illegitimate’ offspring. Some fifteenth-century chronicles even suggest that until John Sutherland’s death in 1361 at the age of fourteen, he was regarded as David II’s nearest male heir and that, if he had lived, he would have succeeded to the crown before the Steward.42 The 1347 dispensation has all the hallmarks of the Steward protecting the position of his own family in the succession, a preoccupation which may have disturbed the captive David II, especially given the Steward’s apparent inactivity over obtaining his king’s release.43

By 1350 the captive David II was trying to secure his own release by actively supporting proposals that a younger son of the English king, John of Gaunt, earl of Richmond, should be accepted as the heir presumptive to the Scottish throne if David died without producing a male heir. Essentially David II’s nephew by marriage, John of Gaunt, would replace the king’s nephews by blood, the Steward and John Sutherland, as the king’s acknowledged heir.44 Anglo-Scottish negotiations culminated in a draft agreement in November 1351, by which David could be permanently released in return for an undertaking that, if he died without an heir, his successor as king would be a son of Edward III who was not heir to the English throne. The 1351 agreement also proposed the restoration to the Scots of English-occupied lands and castles, the return of the kingdom to the boundaries of Robert I’s time, the waiving of David II’s ransom and a truce of 1000 years. As Duncan suggests, this was, in the circumstances, a fair deal, which may have enjoyed some measure of support and approval within Scotland. The proposals also had the backing of the king, and in November 1351 David II was released in order to press his subjects to accept the settlement.45 The terms were presented to a Scottish parliament in late February/early March 1352 but, despite David’s presence, were rejected, forcing the king to return to captivity in England in April 1352. The chief opponent of the proposed terms for David’s release was undoubtedly the Steward, whose place in the succession was under direct threat. As Anglo-Scottish negotiations were proceeding during late 1351, the guardian had been in communication with the French king, sending reports on the situation and appealing for help. The nature of the French replies suggests that the Steward was presenting them with a doomsday scenario in which he and his allies faced military defeat and exile from Scotland at the hands of David II and his supporters within the kingdom, possibly backed by English forces.46 In the early months of 1352 a civil war between the Steward and David II, with political and perhaps military interventions from France and England, could not be ruled out. In the end it was David II who pulled back from the brink by accepting his parliament’s rejection of the Newcastle agreement and returning to captivity.

From 1352 onwards Anglo-Scottish diplomacy revolved around the aim of obtaining David’s release in return for the payment of a ransom and the establishment of an Anglo-Scottish truce. A draft treaty for David’s release under these terms was put together at Berwick in July 1354. A ransom of 90,000 merks was to be paid in nine annual instalments during a nine-year Anglo-Scottish truce. As surety for payment of the ransom the Scots were to deliver up twenty noble hostages. By October 1354 Edward III was making preparation for David’s liberation, and the handing over of the Scottish hostages, but David’s hopes for release were dashed by the Steward, who effectively wrecked the treaty by committing the Scots to a French military, initiative against England in 1355.47 Fordun presents the events of 1355 as a colossal political and military mistake, with the Scots ‘led away, by lust for gold’. In the end ‘they achieved little worthy of remembrance…. But from this agreement and greed of gold, there followed … the destruction of Lothian by the king of England’.48

Wyntoun’s chronicle gives a rather more positive assessment of the Scots activities in 1355.49 Thomas Stewart, earl of Angus and Patrick, earl of March briefly captured Berwick from the English in 1355, but the town was swiftly retaken by Edward III on his return from a campaign in France in late 1355. By 20 January 1356 Edward III was at Roxburgh, where he received the resignation of Edward Balliol’s rights to the Scottish kingdom.50 However, the Scots were brought back to the negotiating table, not by Edward III’s destructive foray into Lothian, but by the decisive defeat of the French at the battle of Poitiers on 19 September 1356, which resulted in the capture of King John by the English.51 With the French effectively out of the conflict, the Scots needed to reopen diplomatic links with the English. In January 1357 negotiations over David II’s release recommenced and on 3 October a treaty was concluded by which the king was to be set free in exchange for a ransom of 100,000 merks, payable over ten years and beginning at Midsummer 1358. Until the ransom was paid there was to be a truce during which the territorial status quo was to be observed. Twenty noble hostages were to be delivered as surety for payment, while three supplementary hostages were to be chosen from amongst the leading nobles of the kingdom, including the Steward.52 On 7 October 1357 King David returned to Scotland and in November his council at Scone formally ratified the Berwick ransom treaty and enacted various measures to enable the king to pay his ransom.53

ALL THE KING’S MEN? DAVID II, 1357–71

David returned to a realm which had been governed by his nephew for eleven years. If the king harboured thoughts of revenge for the Steward’s role at Neville’s Cross, or his opposition to plans which could have seen David released in 1352 and 1354, there was to be no immediate manifestation of this ill will. The king was hardly in a position to contemplate attacking the Steward and his allies in 1357–8, for he returned from England to a kingdom in which the former guardian wielded huge territorial and political influence, particularly north of the Forth. The king’s most favoured associates in that region, John Randolph, earl of Moray and Maurice Moray, earl of Strathearn, had died at Neville’s Cross. David’s return, far from initiating a decline in the Steward’s power, ushered in a four-year period in which most of the gains made by the Steward during the king’s absence received royal approval and the Stewart family expanded their influence into new areas.

The Steward was given an immediate mark of royal favour on David II’s return, with his creation as earl of Strathearn between 6 and 13 November 1357.54 The earldom had been unfilled since the death of Maurice Moray at the battle of Neville’s Cross in 1346, Moray had no heirs and he had held Strathearn as a male entail under a reversion to the crown.55 The king’s grant did no more than confirm the Steward’s hold on Strathearn. As guardian of the kingdom after 1346 and as possessor of the neighbouring lordships of Methven and Atholl, the Steward had been in an ideal position to establish control in Strathearn after Maurice Moray’s death. The only significant opposition to Robert’s position in the earldom after 1346 was likely to come from William, earl of Ross. Ross was the brother-in-law of Malise, the former earl of Strathearn, who had been deprived of the earldom by David II in 1343/4 for treasonable dealings with Edward Balliol and Sir John de Warenne.56 David II’s capture and Maurice Moray’s death in 1346 seemed to provide an ideal opportunity for Malise, with the backing of Ross, to recover possession of Stratheatn. A reconciliation of the conflicting interests of the Steward and Ross in Strathearn may have been finalised by Robert’s marriage to William’s sister Euphemia, countess of Moray, in I3S5.57 The marriage to Euphemia also gave the Steward an opportunity to exploit his new wife’s substantial property rights as the widow of John Randolph, earl of Moray. Grant may well be right in suggesting that it was through Euphemia’s terce rights that the Steward gained effective control of the lordship of Badenoch before 1367.58

The Steward also concluded a marriage agreement with the other great nobleman left in the north after the disasters of 1346 when, in 1350, his daughter Margaret became the second wife of John, lord of the Isles.59 John, from the safety of his vast west-coast lordship, had viewed and exploited the upheavals of the Bruce/Balliol civil wars as a largely indifferent observer, at first backing Edward Balliol and then returning to David’s allegiance in 1343.60 Following on the assassination of Ranald MacRuari by William, earl of Ross, in the monastery of Elcho in 1346, effective control of the MacRuari lands of Garmoran also passed to John of the Isles as Ranald’s brother-in-law.61 The Steward/Isles marriage probably involved not only the guardian’s recognition of John’s lordship over the MacRuari lands, but also the settlement of conflicting territorial interests in Kintyre, which had been granted to John by Edward Balliol in 1336, and which David II had reconfirmed to Robert Steward in a male entail around 1346.62

The Steward’s policy as guardian in the north after 1346 is instructive, for Robert generally sought to maintain and extend his authority through the establishment of marriage alliances and territorial deals with the most powerful magnates in the region. It was a method which the Steward was to continue to employ as king. His own interests in Highland Perthshire had also expanded during the 1340s through his position as bailie of all the lands in the kingdom of Scotland held by Duncan, earl of Fife, for Fife was the superior of a number of major lordships in western Perthshire including Strath Tay, Strath Braan and Strathord.63 Although Fife managed to obtain his release from captivity in 1350 he died in 1353, and control of Fife and the Perthshire lordships probably reverted to the Steward as guardian.

By the time of David II’s return, then, the Steward was entrenched in Atholl and the neighbouring lordships and earldoms of Strathearn, Badenoch, Methven and the Appin of Dull. The expansion of the Steward’s influence into these largely highland earldoms and lordships coincided with and exploited longer-term processes. As Grant has pointed out, the early fourteenth century saw a significant collapse in the position of the governing level of feudal lordship in the Highlands, most notably the eclipse of Comyn power after 1306.64 Forfeitures, expulsions, prolonged imprisonments, executions, deaths in battle or the simple biological failure to produce male heirs caused severe disruption to effective local lordship over much of the central Highlands. The relative political vacuum produced by this situation tended to be filled by a form of highly militarised lordship exercised by a number of Gaelic male descent kindreds who began to emerge as distinct political and military units in the early fourteenth century. The burgeoning power of these Gaelic lordships was probably connected with a wider political and military reorganisation of Gaelic society across Scotland and Ireland in the fourteenth century, a key feature of which was the maintenance of professional or semi-professional mercenaries in the service of great regional lords and their vassals.65 In political terms the Steward was ideally placed to take advantage of these wider changes, for he was himself a major west-coast magnate whose lordship embraced highland territories and Gaelic kindreds as well as extensive lowland estates. It seems certain that throughout the 1340s and 1350s the Steward was employing and maintaining mercenary troops, known as caterans (from the Gaelic ceatharn, a troop of warriors), in order to impose his lordship in Atholl, Badenoch and elsewhere. By the late 1360s the identification of the earldoms and lordships over which the Steward, his sons and their allies exercised control as centres for cateran forces who raided neighbouring lands and lordships, was forcibly made by a series of general councils and parliaments.66

The Steward’s political, military and territorial predominance in the north, bolstered by the marriage alliances he had contracted with the earl of Ross and the Lord of the Isles, meant that at first David II had little choice other than to ratify the gains made by the Steward in the region. The king, in fact, showed little inclination to cross swords with his nephew, and in 1358/9 backed away from a potential political clash with Robert over the fate of the premier earldom in the kingdom, Fife, which had lain vacant since the death of Duncan, earl of Fife, in 1353. In March 1358 David II made a grant of the earldom to a minor Fife laird, William Ramsay of Colluthie, who had been one of the king’s fellow prisoners in England after 1346, had been employed by the king as an emmisary to Scotland in attempts to secure his release in 1346–8, and who was an associate of one of the king’s favourites, Sir Archibald Douglas.67 The assumption that Ramsay was made earl of Fife as a result of his marriage to Isabella, the daughter and heiress of Duncan, earl of Fife, is flatly refuted by the account of the contemporary chronicler Sir Thomas Gray, who suggests that the king ‘created William de Ramsay Earl of Fife, … by persuasion of his [Ramsay’s] wife’. Gray declares that Duncan had forfeited the earldom to the crown in the reign of Robert I for the murder of an esquire named Michael Beaton and had received it back as a male entail which had reverted to the crown on Duncan’s death without male heirs.68 The king’s right to gift Fife to Ramsay was contested by earl Duncan’s daughter. ‘This daughter was in England, and it was intended that she should be sold to Robert the Steward of Scotland, but she married for love William de Felton, a knight of Northumberland, who was her guardian at the time, and she laid claim to the earldom which had been renounced by that contract.’69 After the death of Sir William Felton in 1358, Isabella returned to Scotland where her claims to Fife were backed by the Steward. Robert succeeded in validating Isabella’s title to Fife in late 1359, and the countess went on to marry the Steward’s second son, Walter, between 21 July 1360 and 20 July 1361.70

Despite the Steward’s triumph in the dispute over Fife in 1359/60, the startling if short-lived promotion of a royal favourite into the kingdom’s premier earldom was a taste of things to come. The Steward’s victory was, in any case, ephemeral, for late in 1362 Walter Stewart, lord of Fife, died. The timing of Walter’s demise was unfortunate, for it occurred while David II was adopting a more aggressive and confrontational approach towards the assertion of royal rights and the promotion of royal favourites within his realm. David’s new aggression may have arisen partly from the involvement of ‘certain great men of Scotland’ in the assassination of his English mistress, Katherine Mortimer, in 1360.71 In late 1362 David II was certainly not inclined to acquiesce in the Steward’s designs on Fife as he had in 1359. After Walter Stewart’s death his widow, countess Isabella, was immediately surrounded by men closely associated with the king, including William de Landallis, bishop of St Andrews, Sir Robert Erskine, and Sir Thomas Bisset of Upsetlington, a Berwickshire knight who was one of the select band of royal favourites and officials linked by their attendance on David II during his captivity in England and their involvement in chivalric and crusading enterprises.72 By 10 January 1363 it had become clear that David II was proposing that Isabella should marry Sir Thomas Bisset. It must have been equally apparent that the king was not about to allow the operation of any entailing of Fife in favour of Walter Stewart’s younger brothers. David II is described in various chronicles as having an interest in crusades, and is reputed to have ‘showed great and special favour and friendship to his knights and esquires, of whom at that time there were many, who had enlisted and engaged in works of that kind; and he gave and granted to them wide possessions and military honours’.73 The earliest version of Wyntoun’s chronicle concurred with this view and noted that David was



… chevalrouss and worthy;

Forthy he schupe him halely

On Goddis fais to travale,

And for that way he can him taill,

Had he nocht beyne prevenyt with deid,

That all his folk maid will of reid,

And lattit him of that purpose.74



Even Sir Robert Erskine, David II’s arch-administrator, paid lip service to the crusading ideals which were favoured at his sovereign’s court by vowing to bear arms against the Saracen in the Holy Land and to visit St Catherine’s in Sinai, although by 1359 he was looking to be released from these obligations on the basis that David II refused to release him from his service.75

The grant of Isabella of Fife’s marriage to Sir Thomas Bisset was clearly part of the ‘special favour’ displayed by David II to this crusading knight. It was also guaranteed to arouse the hostility of the Steward and his family, whose careful cultivation of claims to Fife was in danger of complete collapse. The Steward was in St Andrews on 10 January 1363 when Bisset gave over to Isabella the life rent of his barony of Glasclune and other lands ‘ante matrimonium’ in a charter witnessed by the bishops of St Andrews, Dunkeld and Brechin, Patrick, earl of March and Moray, and the David II loyalists Robert Erskine, David Barclay and William Dischington.76 Even if the insertion of David II’s favourite had been acceptable to the Steward, the terms of the grant of the earldom to Thomas and Isabella on 8 June 1363 seem to have been designed to thwart Stewart ambitions. The descent of the earldom was limited to heirs male produced between the ageing Isabella and Sir Thomas, on the failure of whom the earldom was to revert to David II and his heirs.77 After being forced or persuaded to acknowledge Isabella’s rights in Fife to the exclusion of Sir William Ramsay in 1359. David II used Walter Steward’s early death as a means of reasserting his control over the eventual destination of the earldom.

The Steward’s disappointment over Fife in early 1363 was symptomatic of a deteriorating political relationship between Robert and his uncle, and it came on top of a number of other threats emanating from the royal court to the territorial and political interests of Robert and his family. One source of friction lay in David II’s new mistress, Margaret Logie. In 1357 David II’s English queen, Joan, had returned to England, where she stayed until her death in August 1362. During his queen’s prolonged absence the king had enjoyed the favours of Katherine Mortimer, until her assassination in 1360. Thereafter he fixed upon Margaret Logie, daughter of Sir Malcolm Drummond and the wife of Sir John Logie of that Ilk, as his new consort. Following on Queen Joan’s death, David II made an open acknowledgement of his feelings towards Margaret in a grant of 20 January 1363, and it may have become apparent at that stage that David, now a widower, intended to marry Margaret.78 It was claimed that the match was made purely for love, but Margaret Logie held several practical attractions for David II, not least the fact that she had already proven her fertility by producing a son for her previous husband.

Besides any potential threat to the Steward’s succession posed by David’s liaison with Margaret, the Steward had a number of more immediate reasons to resent and fear the growing influence of Margaret and her family at the royal court. In the years around 1360 Margaret’s brothers, John and Maurice Drummond, and their ally Walter Moray of Tullibardine, had been involved in a ferocious feud with the Steward’s kinsmen and allies, the Menteiths of Rusky and the Campbells of Loch Awe. The dispute was brought to arbitration by the king’s justiciars in May 1360, by which stage the Drummonds had caused the deaths of three Menteith brothers.79 The cause of the dispute is unclear, but it was closely bound up with the marriage of John Drummond to Margaret Graham, countess and heiress of the earldom of Menteith, sometime before April 1360.80 There is no indication that the Steward took an active part in the dispute, although as one of the four heads of kin of the dead Menteith brothers he was required formally to renounce the pursuit of the feud against John and Maurice Drummond for the slaughter of his kinsmen in the arbitration of May 1360. John Drummond seems to have died shortly after the May 1360 settlement, for by 9 September 1361 the Steward’s third son, Robert, had obtained a papal dispensation for his marriage to the countess of Menteith.81 Margaret Graham’s marriage to the Steward’s son meant that in the four years following David II’s return to Scotland Robert and his family had successfully annexed the earldoms of Strathearn, Fife and Menteith to their already substantial interests in the Stewartry and Atholl, while the death of John Sutherland in England in 1361 left the Steward in an uncontested position as the king’s heir apparent.

David II was no doubt perturbed, if not alarmed, by the seemingly irresistible territorial and dynastic rise of the Steward and his family, and in November 1361 the king began a low-key campaign against Stewart interests in Menteith; he confirmed a grant made by Margaret Graham in favour of her previous husband John Drummond and their children of the lands of Aberfoyle in the west of the earldom.82. David II intervened again in the Menteith inheritance against the interests of the Steward’s son in January 1362 in order to support the royal favourite Bartholomew Leon and his wife Philippa Mowbray in their possession of the barony of Barnbougle.83 David II’s proposed marriage to Margaret Logie, the sister of John Drummond, may have raised the spectre of a more aggressive royal intervention against Stewart interests in Menteith, for the queen-to-be was the aunt of the children produced between John Drummond and Margaret Graham, children who could be expected to contest the eventual destination of Menteith with the offspring of Margaret and Robert Stewart. For the Steward, his family already worked out of the Fife succession by David II, the king’s proposed Drummond marriage must have seemed like the prelude to the eventual displacement of the Stewart line in Menteith.84 The advance of Margaret Logie may also have had implications for the Steward in his own earldom of Strathearn. In the 1360s Robert Steward made a series of grants of land and office inside Strathearn in favour of Margaret’s brother Maurice Drummond and his ally in the Menteith feud, Walter Moray of Tullibardine. These grants seem to date from late 1362 onwards, and they may have been forced on the Steward after Maurice’s sister became the king’s mistress,85 Stewart interests in the earldoms of Fife, Menteith and Strathearn were thus threatened by a small group of individuals closely connected with the royal court.

Exasperation over the fate of the earldom of Fife and the king’s proposed marriage to a woman whose family were a potential threat to the Stewarts’ hold on Menteith undoubtedly contributed to the involvement of Robert and his sons in a baronial rebellion against David II in early 1363.

Chronicle accounts composed long after David II’s reign have seriously misrepresented the aims of the 1363 rebellion by manipulating the chronology of the revolt. Bower’s Scotichronicon, for example, presented the rebellion of 1363 as a response to proposals that the English king Edward III should be accepted as David II’s heir presumptive, and this led later historians to view the Steward as the guardian of some kind of patriotic cause in 1363.86 The proposals for a change in the succession were not, in fact, put before a Scottish parliament until March 1364, at least nine months after the end of the rebellion. It seems more plausible that the great aristocratic coalition which formed against David II in early 1363 was pursuing a number of separate territorial and political grievances against a king whose behaviour was increasingly aggressive and independent. The earl of Douglas’s involvement seems to have been based on his fears that David II’s banishment in late 1362 of the childless Thomas, earl of Mar, to whom Douglas was brother-in-law and heir presumptive, was the prelude to the king’s seizure of the earldom and Douglas’s effective disinheritance.87

Although the chronology of the rebellion is obscure, two independent chronicle sources make clear that at some stage the Steward and his sons John, lord of Kyle, and Robert, lord of Menteith, set their seals to a joint resolution with William, earl of Douglas, and Patrick, earl of March, which was presented to the king in the form of a petition calling for the reform of royal government.88 The Scalacronica suggests that the petition complained about the misuse of money levied for the king’s ransom, which had been ‘squandered by evil counsel, wherefore they demanded reparation and wiser government’.89 The terms of the Steward’s eventual submission to David II in May 1363 probably reflected other elements of the rebels’ agenda, for it committed the Steward to defend not only the king but also his officials and ‘those faithful to him, whomsoever they be, namely such persons as my lord king shall himself wish to call and style his faithful people’.90 More strikingly Scalacronica suggests that Douglas’s part in the rebellion grew naturally from his dispute with the king over David’s treatment of the earl of Mar, and that Douglas was already close to rebellion before co-ordinating his actions with the Steward and March.91 Douglas’s position in early 1363 thus seemed to mirror that of the Steward, who had also seen long-cultivated claims to a major earldom wrecked by aggressive royal action.

The Steward hardly played a leading role in the physical defiance of the king. The rebellion was probably underway by late March 1363 and certainly extended into the following month.92 The Steward was still witnessing royal charters on 9 March 1363 and had apparently rejoined his uncle by 24 April, perhaps in time to attend the king’s marriage to Margaret Logie at Inchmurdoch in Fife.93 There are no indications of the Steward’s involvement in direct confrontation with the king’s forces. Indeed the Scalacronica commented that the Steward came to terms with David ‘without the knowledge or consent of his allies’.94 As early as 14 May 1363 the Steward publicly renewed his fealty to David II and renounced his league with March and Douglas in a ceremony at Inchmurdoch. The ceremony was witnessed by many of the men whom the Steward may have intended to remove from positions of influence around the king.95 The Steward was certainly back at David’s court much earlier than either March or Douglas, the latter the most active and aggressive of the rebels, who did not reappear as a witness to royal charters until July 1363.96 Douglas may well have fought on alone after the Steward’s submission, for the earl captured Sir Robert Ramsay, sheriff of Angus, presumably after Ramsay had appeared as a witness to the Steward’s submission at Inchmurdoch on 14 May, in a night attack on Inverkeithing as Ramsay and his men sought to support the king.97

One reason for the Steward’s early submission may have been that he had a larger prize to lose than either Douglas or March. The Steward’s renewal Of fealty was made ‘sub pena amissionis omnis juris successionis regni Seocie’, and it seems likely that David II had specifically threatened the Steward with the loss of his position as heir presumptive during his brief defiance of the crown in 136398 It may be that the Steward had invited this form of royal threat for if, as Fordun suggests, the rebels were prepared to send David into exile if he did not accede to their demands, then they would have required an effective political alternative to the king.99 In medieval kingdoms aristocratic rebellion usually found its legitimising focus in the person of the adult male within the royal dynasty nearest the king. In 1363 this would have been the Steward, and it seems likely that the 1363 rebellion carried with it a threat to David’s untrammelled exercise of power which would have to have been based, in some way, on an increased role for the Steward in royal government.

In many ways the rebellion of 1363 was a political disaster for the Steward. Robert had become involved in a rebellion which had not only failed miserably, but in which his claims in the succession had been used openly to threaten the king’s authority within his own realm. Robert had exacerbated the breakdown of his relationship with the king by abandoning his fellow rebels in such a way as to make their support for his political position after 1363 extremely unlikely.

The Steward’s political vulnerability was exploited to the full during November 1363 when David II was in England to deal with the issue of the ransom and the securing of a permanent peace between the two kingdoms.100 David II and Edward III’s negotiators produced a draft agreement which was to be taken back to the Scottish parliament for approval. The agreement offered English concessions over all the outstanding issues between the kingdoms in return for the designation of Edward III as David’s heir presumptive on the death of the Scottish king without legitimate issue. The English offered to release the Scots from all ransom payments, free all hostages, give back all occupied lands and the burgh of Berwick, buy out the claims of the disinherited, and to return to the Scottish king all the lands held in England by his predecessors. Moreover, the exact relationship between the two kingdoms in any situation where they shared a king was defined in a series of clauses which laid out extensive safeguards and guarantees for the preservation of the institutions, status and customary rights of the nobility and clergy of the kingdom of Scotland within a regnal union.101

Doubts about David’s sincerity in taking these proposals back to the Scottish parliament for consideration are based on the apparently implacable opposition of the Scottish parliament to any concessions to the English crown over the succession.102 The certainty of over-whelming parliamentary opposition to a plan offering immediate financial and territorial benefits to the Scottish kingdom, proposals which would also adversely affect only the political interests of the Steward and his family, is perhaps overstated. David II had apparently secured some measure of political support for the proposals by involving William, earl of Douglas, the most powerful magnate south of the Forth, in the negotiations. Douglas received an incentive to work for acceptance of the agreement in Scotland with the promise that he would be restored to the English estates held by his uncle and father, or to lands of equivalent value, on Edward III’s designation as heir presumptive.103 Douglas clearly felt no obligation to defend the interests of the man who had left him to face royal forces alone in April.

On 12 January 1364 the Steward began to make his preparations for the parliament of March, which would discuss the proposed changes in the succession by providing a chaplaincy in Glasgow with an annual rent of forty pounds in fulfilment of the conditions for the legitimation of his marriage with Elizabeth Mure. The Steward’s action was some sixteen years late, but given that David II and his negotiators had just returned from England with a proposal which would have bypassed the Stewart succession, he clearly had every incentive in early 1364 to ensure the canonical legitimacy of his three elder sons.104 Scottish chronicles have given the impression that these proposals were rejected out of hand by the Scottish parliament which met to consider the terms in March 1364. The second version of Wyntoun’s chronicle, for example, suggests that David



… movit and said, He wald, that ane

Off the Kyng Edwardis sonnys ware tane

To be King in to his sted

Off Scotland, eftyr that he ware dede.

Til that said all his liegis, Nay:

Na thai consent wald be na way,

That ony Ynglis mannys sone

In to that honoure suld be done,

Or succede to bere the Crown

Off Scotland in successione

Sine of age and off wertew thare

The launchful airis apperand ware105



The suggestion that David proposed the succession of one of Edward’s sons in 1363 and that this was unanimously rejected by the three estates in favour of the Steward’s claims gives a rather false picture of unanimity behind the Steward succession. Certainly, the parliament of March 1364 rejected the proposition that Edward III should be made David’s heir presumptive, but that was only part of the story. As Bower and Wyntoun imply, there was a parallel argument, which clearly had some level of support within Scotland, that Edward III’s son John of Gaunt should be accepted as David’s heir.106 The accounts of Wyntoun and Bower suggest that David II himself favoured the option of Gaunt’s succession, while the enigmatic document entitled Debate in General Council seems to indicate that a detailed and coherent case for the acceptance of Gaunt was prepared before the meeting of the three estates.

The arguments put forward in favour of Gaunt provided a systematic rejection of the claims of Edward III and then rounded off with a description of the positive benefits to be expected from Gaunt’s succession, expressed in highly patriotic terms. The chief points were that Gaunt’s succession would be a thoroughly effective guarantee of the continued existence of an independent Scottish kingdom, because he was not the heir to the English throne; that Gaunt’s wife was of Scottish stock, being descended from the Comyn earls of Buchan, so that Gaunt’s son and successor as king of Scotland would be half a Scot; and that the Scots had already chosen Gaunt as a possible heir presumptive during the Anglo-Scottish negotiations of the 1350s.107

Moreover, the Steward’s political reputation in early 1364 hardly guaranteed general support for his claims as heir presumptive. The contemporary chronicler John of Fordun, despite the patriotic tenor of the bulk of his chronicle, clearly sympathised with a viewpoint which saw the Steward as politically incompetent and disruptive. Fordun’s account portrayed the Steward as an incapable lieutenant in 1335, associated with the malign and disruptive influence of David of Strathbogie; as a man who had abandoned his king to capture and imprisonment at Neville’s Cross; as an ineffective lieutenant after 1346 and then, finally, as a man involved in a treasonable and unjust rebellion against David II in 1363. Fordun’s view of the Steward’s past behaviour is particularly crucial if we can accept a dating of about 1363 for the compilation of the first version of the chronicler’s ‘Gesta Annalia’. The presentation of the Steward as a man who had already proved his inability to govern the kingdom was clearly a powerful political statement at a time when the succession was a matter of open debate.108

Overall, the evidence of Fordun and the Debate in General Council suggests that the Steward’s succession did not command universal support within Scotland, nor did it monopolise patriotic rhetoric. The acceptance of John of Gaunt as heir presumptive continued to appear an attractive option to many, perhaps especially to David II himself and those associated with the royal court.

The rejection of the proposals for a change in the succession entailed renewed and prolonged Anglo-Scottish negotiations, in which the English were willing to offer the Scots a truce during which David II’s ransom could be paid, while the Scots were prepared to make significant concessions, except over the issues of homage and the succession, in order to obtain a permanent peace. Generally the English conditions for the establishment of a permanent peace remained too exacting for the Scots to accept.109

The Steward’s position as heir presumptive survived the traumas of 1363–4, but Robert’s relationship with the king was not noticeably improved. The five years after 1364 were characterised by David II’s aggressive promotion of the interests of the surrogate royal family provided by the kinsmen of his hugely influential new queen, Margaret Drummond. The king showered favours on the kinsfolk of queen Margaret, their political importance displayed in the prestigious marriage alliances they contracted, and in the willingness of major magnates to sanction or contribute to their territorial aggrandisement.110 The Steward contributed to this process with a series of grants in favour of John Logie, the king’s stepson.111 By March 1366 it was clear that David II was supporting plans for the marriage of Annabella Drummond, the queen’s niece, and John Stewart of Kyle, the Steward’s son and heir.112 Grant points out the significance of this match in producing what was, in effect, a Stewart/Drummond line of succession which could be expected to be politically sympathetic to David and Margaret’s kinsmen and adherents. The king, having been unable to displace the Steward as heir presumptive in 1363/4, was now forcing the marriage of his step-niece to the man most likely to be the first Stewart king.

The marriage was completed before 31 May 1367, when the Steward granted the earldom of Atholl to John and Annabella, who was styled daughter of the deceased John Drummond.113 On 22 June 1368 David II made his own contribution to the Stewart/Drummond marriage with a grant of the earldom of Carrick to John and Annabella and their heirs.114 Carrick was more than just a territorial addition to John’s own inheritance in the Stewartry, for the earldom was part of the Bruce dynasty’s patrimony. David himself had borne the title earl of Carrick as heir to the throne before 1329.115 The king’s decision to grant Carrick to his nephew’s son was near to an explicit acknowledgement of John Stewart’s position as the king’s heir. After five years of childless association with queen Margaret it seemed that David II had fully accepted the likelihood of a Stewart succession. A letter of c.1368–71 by David to the bishops of Scotland, renouncing any rights claimed by the crown to the moveable goods of bishops after their death, was issued with the consent of Robert the Steward and his children, presumably on the basis that they were the king’s heirs.116 John and Annabella certainly regarded themselves as the heirs to David II and his Drummond queen, for the eldest son and daughter produced by their marriage were given the names David and Margaret.

By 1368 the Steward’s son, if not the Steward himself, seems to have had the prize of an uncontested succession within his grasp. It was a victory secured largely on David II’s terms; the king’s step-niece was to be the first queen of Stewart Scotland, and the Steward’s allies had been forced to endure some bitter reverses.

David II, however, had one last joker to play. In 1369 the king’s personal and political relationships underwent a radical transformation when he obtained a divorce from queen Margaret Drummond. The separation was finalised, in face of Margaret’s outright opposition, on or around 20 March 1369, and by January 1370 Margaret was simply the ‘onetime queen’.117 The Steward’s view of Margaret’s downfall is uncertain. Later chroniclers claimed that Margaret had encouraged David II to arrest the Steward and his three eldest sons shortly before her divorce. The Steward and his son Alexander were certainly imprisoned in Loch Leven castle in late 1368 and early 1369.118 David II’s divorce is thus usually seen as a triumph for the Steward’s political interests, with Bower linking the annulment of the marriage with the release of the Steward and his sons from royal custody. The real political beneficiaries of queen Margaret’s downfall, however, were not the Stewarts, but a small faction from within David’s own court, clustered around the figure of the arch-administrator and David II loyalist, Sir Robert Erskine.

David II’s insistence on forcing through a formal divorce from Margaret in 1369 indicates that his plans extended beyond simply acquiring a new mistress, for the divorce gave the king the opportunity to remarry. David’s intended replacement for queen Margaret was Agnes Dunbar, sister of George, earl of March. Royal payments to Agnes commenced in 1369 and these indicate that the king’s mistress was in the care of Sir Robert Erskine, probably in the royal castle of Stirling of which Erskine was custodian, while Agnes’s brother, John Dunbar, was noted as serving as Erskine’s squire in June 1370.119 Little is known of Agnes’s personal history, but George, earl of March, certainly had a sister Agnes married to Robert Maitland. On 23 August 1369 the earl granted the lands of the barony of Tibbers to the heirs of Robert and Agnes, his sister.120 Unless March was taking the highly unusual step of endowing the heirs of an illegitimate sister with substantial estates we must assume that this Agnes and the king’s mistress were one and the same. It may be that George Dunbar’s grants to Robert and his heirs were part of the preparation for Maitland’s formal separation from Agnes, which would allow the earl’s sister to marry the king. Agnes Dunbar, like Margaret Logie, had thus produced children for a previous husband before her association with David II. In terms of producing a son and heir for the king, Agnes Dunbar had all the right credentials, and it would appear that David II, still only forty-seven years of age, had not given up the hope of fathering a Bruce heir for the kingdom.

Agnes Dunbar’s brothers, George and John, had a family back-ground typical of the men who were high in David II’s favour. Their father, Sir Patrick Dunbar, had been captured with the king at the battle of Neville’s Cross in 1346, acted as an envoy for David II in the early years of his imprisonment, had fought at Poitiers in 1356, and had died during a pilgrimage to the Holy Land in the following year.121 The Dunbar brothers thus boasted a family history of chivalric martial achievement and crusading sentiment which found favour at David II’s court. David II almost certainly intended to make Agnes Dunbar his new queen, for on 21 January 1371, a month before his death, the king granted Agnes a huge annual rent of 1000 merks from the customs of Aberdeen and Haddington.122 The grant reflected the domination of royal patronage by the Erskine/Dunbar faction during the last two years of David’s reign. In April 1370 Robert Erskine, Agnes’s guardian, had received a lifetime grant of the keepership of Stirling castle. The king also arranged a lucrative marriage for Erskine’s son, Thomas, and gave the burgh of Dunbar the status of a free burgh at the request of Agnes’s brother, George, earl of March.123

As far as the Steward was concerned, however, the most significant and offensive beneficiary of Agnes Dunbar’s relationship with David II was her brother John. By 11 July 1370 John Dunbar had received a papal dispensation allowing him to marry Marjory Stewart, the Steward’s daughter. The Steward was bitterly opposed to the marriage of his daughter to a man who had not even attained knightly status in June 1370. A sixteenth-century chronicler suggested that Marjory was married ‘but ony avise of hir fader’, and that the Steward, once king, would accuse Dunbar of the ‘tresonabill seducing of his dochter to mariage withoute his avise’.124 David II forced the Steward to acquiesce in Marjory’s marriage to the brother of the king’s mistress by threatening Robert with the loss of his earldom of Strathearn. Between September 1369 and May 1370, royal charters did not style the Steward as earl of Strathearn, although the Steward continued to use the title in his own charters.125

Besides having to accept his daughter’s marriage to John Dunbar, the Steward was also forced into resignations of Strathearn lands in favour of another of David’s rising young favourites, Sir James Douglas of Dalkeith.126 In his dealings with the Steward’s brother-in-law, William, earl of Ross, David II had already displayed a capacity for the ruthless application of pressure on major noblemen in order to obtain desirable marriages for his favourites. In 1369 and 1370 it was the Steward’s turn to feel the full blast of the king’s intimidatory tactics. Moreover, David II’s plan for the elevation of John Dunbar went far beyond the procurement of a prestigious marriage to the Steward’s daughter. Like William Ramsay of Colluthie and Sir Thomas Bisset of Upsetlington before him, Dunbar was about to be catapulted into the top rank of the Scottish nobility as lord of Fife. At some point in the autumn of 1370, David II forced Isabella, countess of Fife, to resign her earldom to the king, who promptly regranted Fife to his mistress’s brother.127 The acquisition of Fife, under what may have been heritable title, by the young John Dunbar signalled the end of the Steward’s hopes of securing the earldom for one of his sons under the terms of the entail drawn up by countess Isabella and Walter Stewart in the early 1360s.

On 21 February 1371 the immediate future looked as bright for Robert Erskine and the Dunbar brothers, now respectively earl of March and lord of Fife, as it looked bleak for the battle-weary Steward and his allies. Agnes Dunbar was on the verge of becoming David II’s queen; the possibility of her producing a son for the king was remote, but it was a possibility. In the meantime Erskine and the Dunbars could content themselves with the patronage dispensed by a royal brother-in-law who was still only forty-seven years of age, and who could be expected to dominate the kingdom for some time to come. Erskine and the Dunbar brothers had played the game shrewdly; their rise to political influence and territorial aggrandisement may have offended the Steward, but the protection of their royal patron meant they had little to fear from that quarter. On the following day, 22 February 1371, David II died in his castle of Edinburgh: the roof had fallen in on the king’s men.

The evening of 22 February was unlikely to have been one of restful repose for the political associates and favourites of the dead monarch. The thoughts of many were no doubt racing west with the messengers bearing news of the king’s death along the long road to Rothesay. Sir Robert Erskine, George Dunbar, earl of March, John Dunbar, lord of Fife, Walter Leslie, lord of Philorth and his Lindsay half brothers, James Douglas of Dalkeith and a host of lesser men had built their territorial and political fortunes on David II’s favour and, in many instances, his willingness and ability to intimidate and coerce the Steward and his brother-in-law William, earl of Ross. They had made a horrible and perhaps fatal political miscalculation. An unanticipated hour of reckoning was now upon the king’s men for, sooner rather than later, the Steward would be on the march, coming in to claim his royal inheritance.
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