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Glossary


Ayre – itinerant circuit of justices for criminal cases or of officers for the collection of revenue.


Barony – a defined region of territory granted by the crown to a tenant-inchief with legal, economic and social rights over its tenants and resources including the power to hold a pit-and-gallows barony court with jurisdiction over most civil and criminal cases but not to the exclusion of royal justiciars and sheriffs.


Blench(e) ferm(e) – similar to feu-ferm(e), below – a grant in return for a fixed annual specified rent or service but usually of a token nature, e.g. a dozen arrows or pair of spurs.


Chevauchée – a military raid on horseback.


Confirmation – confirmation, usually by the crown or a great magnate, of a past king’s or feudal superior’s grant to a tenant.


Falsed – legal disputes where a judgement has been appealed to a higher court.


Feu ferm(e) – a hereditary or perpetual arrangement of tenure giving the individual or corporate recipient (e.g. a royal burgh) security of tenure in return for paying a fixed annual sum (feu) instead of a proportion of an annually fluctuating income.


Herschip – the systematic military destruction of an entire region.


Inspection – confirmation, usually by the crown or a great magnate, of a past king’s or feudal superior’s grant to another subject, including the full recitation of the original charter in the new document.


Peel – a small fortified tower house.


Prise – the right of the crown to requisition subjects’ goods for war and royal household needs.


Regality – a large region of titled territory, or a collection of territories, granted with extensive jurisdictional powers for the holder from the crown, to the exclusion of royal officers save in serious cases such as treason and homicide.


Relief – feudal ‘casualty’ or dues owed by a tenant to his feudal superior on taking up, or ‘entry’ into, their inheritance.


Ri Innse Gall – gaelic title for the king or ruler of the ‘Isles of the strangers’, those northern and western isles formerly under Norse influence, and a style revived by the MacDonald Lords of the Isles.


Sasine – transfer of title to a landed property.


Tailzie – a written act of succession (or entail) naming the heir, or order of heirs, to specified lands or goods.


Teind – annual tax of a tenth of the output of resources from tenants’ holdings, levied in support of the church (cf. English tithe).


Terce – a third of a husband’s lands and goods owed to a widow.


Thanage – a portion of the royal demesne or estates held and run for the crown by royal officers – thanes – in return for specified services until the later thirteenth-century when they were increasingly treated simply as estates to be granted out as patronage.





INTRODUCTION



The Anonymous Face of Scottish Kingship




‘On account of sin, disaster comes in.’


Abbot Walter Bower,


Scotichroncion, c. 1440–91





Just after daybreak on Tuesday 17 October 1346 a sizeable Scottish armed force was foraging for victuals on the church manors of Ferryhill and Merrington eight miles to the south of the rich English cathedral town of Durham. According to Jean Froissart, the late fourteenth-century Hainault traveller and chronicler of courtly Europe, this body numbered about five hundred men – probably a handful of Scots knights and men-at-arms mounted on purpose-bred warhorses (or ‘rundes’), the rest highly experienced peasant footmen, some of whom would be accustomed to riding stocky hackney or ‘hobelar’ ponies until a battle was engaged. The leader of this contingent was Sir William Douglas, the famed ‘knight of Liddesdale’. He had made his warrior’s reputation and an enviable landed fortune over the previous decade by recovering Scottish castles and territory in the border marches from English occupation, and in tournaments to-the-death against English knights organised during truces.2 But for the past three weeks in autumn 1346 Douglas’s battle-hardened company had formed part of a much larger army of at least ten thousand men, the first national host led across the border into England by a Scottish king for almost twenty years. This force had penetrated Cumberland and then Northumberland to raid and plunder towns, farms and churchlands to maximum effect while Edward III and most of his nobles were absent on the continent fighting Scotland’s ally, Philip VI, the first Valois king of France.


Yet despite the easy pickings, there was palpable tension within this Scottish army. Several of Scotland’s young and ambitious nobles – including Douglas – men who had fought hard to win their own lands and followings over the past two decades, had recently clashed with their twenty-one-year-old monarch, David II, son of Robert Bruce. One lord, William, earl of Ross, had even slaughtered a local rival, Ranald MacRuaridh of Garmoran, favoured in his stead in the north-west of the kingdom by the crown over the last five years, while he lay asleep near Perth at the muster for the Scots’ campaign. Ross and his men had then deserted the king’s service.3 But, far worse, long before the campaign of 1346 King David had also found a myriad of reasons to distrust and actively antagonise his half-nephew and the heir apparent to his throne, Robert, the twenty-nine-year-old Steward of Scotland, the greatest Scottish noble landowner of his day. After only a short period of adult rule it was painfully obvious that David did not want Robert Steward to succeed him or to add to the vast Stewart territorial holdings in western and central Scotland.4


In spite of this ill-feeling, however, David must have felt firmly in command of a host which had been gifted a lucrative free rein to devastate England’s northern frontier. The continued success of this leisurely mounted raid or chevauchée – perhaps with the fitting climax of reducing an English castle or walled town – would fulfil David’s debt and treaty obligations to King Philip, who had given him vital refuge in France between 1334 and 1341 following England’s renewed invasion of Scotland. But far more importantly, David must have hoped that the 1346 campaign would also cement his assertion of his personal authority over those of his more headstrong subjects who had exploited his turbulent childhood on the throne (1329–41) for their own gain. Nobles like Douglas certainly seemed prepared to support the king in what promised to be a profitable and patriotic excursion: the Steward was at least in attendance in command of one of the Scots’ three battalions. Here was the perfect chance for David to prove himself his father’s son.


But in the end, this venture produced almost completely the opposite results to those to which David had aspired. For without warning on the morning of the 17th, Douglas’s foraging party was disturbed by the vanguard of an English army of roughly six to eight thousand men led by the Archbishop of York and several northern lords, including Sir Ralph Neville, Sir Henry Percy and the heir to the Scottish dynasty usurped by the Bruces, Edward Balliol, son of John I of Scotland (1292–6). A veteran and victor of many skirmishes with smaller English forces, Douglas turned his men and withdrew at best speed for the Scottish royal host encamped some seven miles to the north on the Beaurepaire (Bearpark) of the bishopric of Durham. According to the contemporary chronicler of the nearby priory of Lanercost, a house sacked by the Scots during the same campaign:




William then returned to the Scottish army, hot and shouting very vigorously, ‘David! Rise quickly; look, all the English are attacking us’. David replied that this was not possible, saying, ‘There are none in England but wretched monks, disreputable priests, swineheards, cobblers and skinners; they dare not face me, I am safe enough’; but they did face him, and as was clear afterwards, they were only gently testing him. ‘Certainly,’ said William, ‘O dread king, saving your peace you will find otherwise . . . ’5





Thus David II was roused rudely from sleep, either in his grand tented pavilion or the bishop’s manor house within the Bearpark, and plunged into what would turn out to be his first and last pitched battle. It was also to prove the defining moment of his long and difficult reign.


David’s character was such that in spite of this surprise encounter he must have remained – not unreasonably – confident of victory as the early morning moisture cleared and the rival hosts manoeuvred to face each other across a narrow area of the parkland, broken with hillocks, gullies and stone, to the west and within sight of the cathedral towers and castle of Durham. Since his return from childhood exile in France just over five years previously David had applied himself to winning the affection and loyal following of most of his subjects as their leader in war. This had been no easy task. While he had grown to adolescence in safety in a quiet corner of Normandy, the Scots had succeeded in stalling and gradually winding back the occupation forces of Edward III of England (1327–77) and his vassal pretender to the Scottish throne, Edward Balliol. Since the summer of 1332 these allies had sought to recover by force the control over the Scottish realm seized by Edward I (1272–1307) and briefly held by King John respectively. Indeed, in 1332 Edward Balliol’s small force alone, and then in 1333 a much larger English royal army, had succeeded in inflicting two calamitous defeats upon the Scots at Dupplin and Halidon Hill and in occupying most of the southern and central shires of the kingdom. Balliol had been crowned king of Scotland at Scone in September 1332 within a few weeks of his initial invasion, just ten months after David II’s own coronation.6


Balliol’s ultimate success would have obliterated the memory of what the English monarch had denounced as the ‘cowardly’ peace of 1328 which David’s father had dictated to the weak, unpopular minority English regime which had dethroned and murdered Edward II (1307–27): the Bruce dynasty would thus have lasted only three decades. But the Bruce Scots were preserved and aided in their struggle by Edward III’s obsession with over-running France, a goal he actively pursued after 1337. Such was the degree of Edward’s distraction and the dogged, grinding success of the military efforts of the Scots – led by men like Douglas, Ross, Steward and others – that there was really only a fringe of Scottish border territory and a few castles left for David to recover personally to his rule after his return home in June 1341.


Nonetheless, David’s undoubted youthful vigour and his generous patronage to his warlike subjects won him the backing of by far the majority of substantial Scots during the first five years of his adult rule. Abbot Bower of Inchcolm isle in the Forth, writing a century later, trumpeted the host which David assembled under his banner to invade northern England in late September 1346 as evidence that the king was ‘fully reassured and supported by the knightly young men of military age’.7 Probably some eight to twelve thousand Scots – two to three thousand of them at least mounted in some fashion – assembled for this campaign. They had come from all quarters of the Scottish kingdom, including a few from those regions only loosely controlled by the crown, the outlying west and far north. Their muster was prompted by David’s favourable response to the French king’s letters pleading for a diversionary Scottish invasion while Edward III was in France and England’s northern counties were – as Philip VI put it – left as a ‘defenceless void’.8


However, the bloody Scottish defeat in the unexpected battle which ensued outside Durham brought home more than the cold reality of continued Scottish vulnerability against superior English archery, infantry and cavalry. Two entire divisions of the larger Scottish army were destroyed; most of David’s closest magnate counsellors were slain; and the king himself suffered two grave arrow wounds to the face before his ignominious capture at the hands of a mere English esquire. This threatened to undo in the space of just a few hours all that had been achieved over three hard decades by Robert I and his generation for the establishment of Scottish independence and a Bruce dynasty, as well as all the Bruce Scots had fought to recover in the 1330s. The English defeat at Bannockburn in 1314 was avenged in spades.


Yet this lost battle also deepened the cracks in the Scottish political community. For the cruel reality was that David’s army had been further deserted and fatally weakened in its moment of need by those disgruntled Scottish magnates whom the young king had undermined since 1341 for their apparently self-serving actions during his childhood. This fatal withdrawal was headed by the leading magnate and royal heir presumptive, Robert Steward, and others like Patrick Dunbar, ninth earl of March. In doing so, the Steward must have hoped he was returning home to be king after the death of his younger half-uncle, David, in battle.9 But as he lay captive, recovering from his wounds, David’s mind must only have become embittered and crystallised as to the need to strangle and break the Steward’s territorial and political influence in fourteenth-century Scotland. This would be the king’s paramount domestic goal for the rest of his reign.


However, for David, undermining the Steward – and his magnate codeserters – would be inseparable from the other major consequence of his capture on that fateful day. To secure favourable release terms and to perpetuate English recognition of an independent Scotland and a Bruce king, David would have to strike a peace deal with Edward III. This time England could dictate the terms. After an excruciatingly frustrating eleven years of captivity – during which the Steward as heir to the throne dominated the government of Scotland – David was lucky to finally secure his release in return for a ten-year Anglo-Scottish truce and a ransom of 100,000 merks (£66,666 13s 4d) in late 1357. But despite this grave burden David also found hope in his relations with Edward III, a monarch and brother-in-law he grew to admire. On several subsequent occasions David would return to London to try to mitigate his ransom burden by seeking a full peace treaty which would recognise either Edward III or one of his six sons as heir presumptive to the Scottish kingship: this would have displaced the claim as next in line to Scotland’s throne of Robert Steward and his several sons. In David’s eyes such a re-arrangement became all the more vital the longer he ruled without producing his own Bruce offspring. Crucially, this was something he seemed physically incapable of doing despite two wives and several mistresses. But David would still be preoccupied with siring an heir, securing a cheaper peace with England, altering the Scottish succession or otherwise reducing Stewart power at the time of his premature death from an unexplained illness on 22 February 1371. He would be just forty-seven years old.


Thus what would prove to be one of longest reigns of the independent Scottish kingdom came to an early, quiet, almost anti-climactic end and the second Bruce king’s memory and plans were swept aside by the new Stewart dynasty as Robert the Steward succeeded as Robert II (1371–90).10 David’s rule had been marked by important and dramatic developments in the exercise of royal power and government in Scotland and in Anglo-Scottish relations: as we shall see, Scottish chivalric culture had also flourished. Yet despite these achievements, modern historians have until recently preferred to focus on David’s very apparent failings, most of which were exposed by or sprang from the compromising events of 17 October 1346. As a result, David has received an overwhelmingly negative press.


Lord Hailes and nineteenth- and early twentieth-century writers concentrated on the ‘dark and drublie’ shortcomings of David’s reign: his seven-year exile as a child; his disastrous generalship and capture in 1346; his seemingly traitorous ideas for an English succession in Scotland; his subsequently sour and vindictive relations with his great nobles; his inability to father a son and his estrangement from his first wife, Edward III’s sister, Joan of the Tower (d. 1362), and his second, Margaret Logie, a divorce from whom David’s regime botched in 1368–9. Thus Victorian and Edwardian historians almost inevitably rounded on David for failing to live up to the high morals and achievements of his patriotic predecessor: David was ‘weak and capricious, violent in his resentments, and habitually under the dominion of women . . . he degenerated from the magnanimity of his father . . . [to] the allurements of present ease [and] . . . base jealousy . . . [and] was willing to surrender the honour, security and independence of that people whom God and his laws had intrusted to his protection’. ‘Incompetent’, ‘unpatriotic’, ‘recreant’, ‘pleasure-seeking’ and ‘worthless’ were further epithets thrown at the childless second Bruce king by writers who preferred to pass on to the accession of the Stewarts:11 and for these critics, condemnation of David’s ‘unbecoming’ adultery was certainly to be found in near contemporary chronicle histories like that of Abbot Bower writing in the 1440s.12 This was an intemperate king who needed to be contained by a responsible political community. Taking this lead, modern parliamentary historian Sir Robert Rait even went so far as to assert that David’s rule had thus been one marked by ‘baronial rule over a weak monarch’ in which the magnate leaders of the political community made an ‘honest effort’ to prevent David’s ‘extravagance, weakness and indifference’ from wasting revenues raised for administrative purposes and to pay his ransom after 1357. Overall, David was certainly not a man to celebrate in popular biographical volumes of Eminent Scotsmen: in the celebrated frieze of famous Scots painted for the Scottish National Portrait Gallery by William Brassey Hole (1867–1917), David is depicted as a child, protected by Robert I’s followers, his two awkward periods of adult rule ignored.13


This condemnation of the mature David persisted well into the twentieth century. As late as 1954, David II was still being bashed in a Historical Association pamphlet by a historian who had earlier found virtue in studying the career of James I (1406–37), who could be viewed as a masterful ‘lawgiver’ king of Scots (and Bower’s employer) who was also a long-time captive of the English crown. E.W.M. Balfour-Melville took care to outline David’s difficult inheritance as a five-year-old child in a time of renewed war, and he looked in more detail than hitherto at the complex diplomacy and internal tensions of his adult kingship. But David still emerged in this short study as an inadequate figure in one of ‘the most dismal reigns . . . as calamitous a contrast to his father as Edward II to his . . . through him [David] his country’s hard-won freedom would again be threatened’.14 As late as 1965, Geoffrey Barrow, in his classic study of Robert I and the political community, echoed this bitter regret by remarking that ‘it would have been better for Scotland if David Bruce, who was born too late (5 March 1324), had never been born at all . . . the disasters of David II’s minority, exceeded only by the disasters of his maturity, might conceivably have been mitigated if not wholly avoided’ and adult Stewart kingship ushered in forty years earlier.15 Such historical disappointment was still surely influenced by the stark contrast between ‘Good King Robert’, the victor of Bannockburn, and David, the weaker son who got what he deserved at Neville’s Cross.


However, a revisionist, more balanced view of David was at hand. Bruce Webster (1965) challenged the accepted picture of the king as a dilettante, unpatriotic monarch by playing up the apparent strengths of his later period of rule, 1357–71. These were so impressive, it was argued, as to make amends for David’s youthful failings and ‘intermittent and rather fitful government’ before 1346. After 1357 David could be said to have been a king deeply interested in government, restoring parliaments, justice circuits or ‘ayres’ and exchequer audits after his absence. Webster argues that David made a ‘deliberate effort to rule with circumspection and a wide measure of consent’, including the great magnates in his talks with England, as well as favouring a wide number of lesser knights as his counsellors. This meant that ‘there was no collapse in David’s reign . . . the king was not overwhelmed by the power of his barons. Any collapse . . . came after 1371.’ David clashed with Thomas Stewart, earl of Angus (1360–2), over the murder of the king’s mistress in 1360; with Thomas, earl of Mar, resulting in a successful royal siege of Kildrummy castle (1362) and that earl’s imprisonment (1370); and he faced down a major rebellion by the Stewarts and the earls of March and Douglas in 1363. But still, ‘[David] possessed what was more valuable than mere energy, an unusual political maturity . . . [and] seems from 1363 to have ruled at peace with most of his leading nobles. This must imply restraint and some statesmanship on both sides.’16


Ranald Nicholson soon went even further than this. In a highly entertaining article, ‘David II, the historians and the chroniclers’ (1966), he argued that David was a far more capable, calculating and authoritative king than the late medieval Scottish chroniclers – most of whom assembled their material after the accession of Robert Steward as Robert II in 1371 – would have their readers believe. For Nicholson, the disastrous early years of David’s reign were clearly beyond his control; his defeat and capture at Neville’s Cross may have been the fault of a young, rash but nonetheless brave Bruce king. But from 1350 David’s entertainment of the possible recognition of an English royal as his heir presumptive was a shrewd gamble. It was worth making if it brought about his release and the avoidance of a crippling ransom, and if he besides could wipe the slate clean by producing his own Bruce son. After 1357, David continued his hard bargaining with England and proved himself well able to assert his authority over his baronial subjects.17 As Nicholson pointed out, the Orygynale chronicler, Andrew Wyntoun (c. 1355–1422), prior of St Serf’s priory of Loch Leven in Fife, certainly used a source written by a contemporary of David’s reign compiled c. 1390 which emphasised the king’s assertion of his stern personal authority – his so-called ‘raddure’, indeed, was such that ‘nane durst withstand his will’.18


These were themes developed further in Nicholson’s essential Scotland – The Later Middle Ages (1974) which stressed David’s reconstruction of the administration of Scottish kingship after its collapse under the Lieutenancy of Robert Steward, 1346–57. Effective justice ayres and regular extraordinary taxation granted by annual councils or parliaments – attended by the ‘tres communitates’, the three estates – amounted to a regime of ‘unexampled intensiveness’ in Scotland, founded on a ‘real civil service’. David’s personal hard-headedness and his sharp distribution of patronage to lesser Scots with their own followings to win support enabled him to exert his will over troublesome provincial magnates: ‘royal patronage went to a nobility of service . . . almost all who held the rank of earl were cowed into submission’. Thus for Nicholson this was an impressive reign of ‘relative success’ and royal strength after 1357: ‘David with few assets save his own astuteness and forceful personality made himself so completely the master of Scotland. Only in his second wife did he meet his match!’19


However, before David could attain an historical image as a confidently masterful monarch, some perceptive words of caution were voiced. For Alexander Grant (1984), although David was a ‘tough and energetic’ king seemingly in ‘firm control of his kingdom’ at the time of his death, he nevertheless exercised ‘the kind of kingship that brought several English kings to grief’ – intrusive, disruptive and grasping, unacceptable to Scottish regional magnate sensibilities so long left to their own devices. Before the disaster at Neville’s Cross ‘David’s kingship had been distinctly partisan, a dangerous sign when coupled with the connections between central rivalries and local feuds’. After 1357, David’s anxious pursuit of a peace deal with England and his repeated wilful interference in the lands of some of the great Scottish magnates produced instances of ‘temporary strictness’ enforced by the king against these nobles. The intermittent threat of rebellion and civil war was defused only by ‘the general reluctance throughout the political community to take disputes to extremes’, staying David’s hand on several occasions and limiting his powers of taxation.20


Michael Lynch’s stunning one-volume Scotland – A New History (1991) echoed this mixed review of David’s accomplishments. Here, this Bruce reign is portrayed neatly as one of two distinct kingships, 1341–6 and 1357–71. In the first phase, however, David’s rule showed little maturity and in the second his reconstruction of royal government and finance was offset by his controversial relations with England and ‘signs less of troublesome magnates, than an inability on the part of an inexperienced king to keep a range of noble interests in balance’. David had to learn the hard way that he needed the consensus of his subjects in parliament to make policy and avoid rebellion: moreover, he ‘failed to realise that some of his liaisons had serious political repercussions . . . [at a time of] dangerous isolation for the royal house of Bruce’, but he died before any firm assessment of his achievements might reasonably be made.21


A.A.M. Duncan has also recently thrown badly-needed light on the mixed success of David’s complex diplomatic dealings with Edward III after 1346. In these time-consuming talks David comes across as extremely capable and calculating amidst his own difficult personal circumstances and the wider quicksands of the first decades of what would be over a century of war in north-western Europe. His goals were rational, consistent and not unrealistic, especially in terms of the effect they might have had on the politics of Scotland. However, Duncan is convinced not only that the scale of opposition in Scotland to David’s allied diplomatic and domestic plans was much greater and more organised than has previously been recognised, but also that the king’s agenda was increasingly weakened after 1350 by his continued ‘self-deception’ in thinking that he could still sire a Bruce son of his own to offset any concessions he might make to Edward III. The obvious conclusion to be drawn from this argument is that David was incapable of fatherhood, a deluded dynast.22


Conversely, the most recent historical work on fourteenth-century Scottish kingship has given David an almost ironic ‘fatherly’ image in highlighting his ability to attract and command the support of a wide, powerful circle of vigorous, well-motivated lesser magnates, knights and esquires, as well as clerics and burgesses, to call upon in his diplomacy and his frequent intimidation of his greatest noble subjects. Stephen Boardman has written a groundbreaking study of the reigns of Robert II and his son, Robert III (1371–1406), both key subjects in David’s reign before their accession – as Robert the Steward and, before his name-change, John Stewart of Kyle, respectively. This research has shown that David used such patronage, centred around his professed interest in chivalry and the crusades, to win and reward support for the crown in clashes with the Stewarts and other magnates over vast, valuable provincial titles: David did so from the very beginning of his adult rule.23


After 1346, moreover, David’s attempt to cut a succession-ransom deal with Edward III and his search for a Scottish bride capable of giving him a son were both bound up with his mounting desire to contain, really to break, the territorial and political influence and autonomy of the Stewarts and other great regional nobles. Carefully cultivated support allowed David to pursue domestic and foreign policies which were ‘increasingly aggressive and independent’. Indeed he had been able to suppress the Stewart-led backlash against this agenda and achieve a strong position of authority and the promise of royal supremacy in the future by the time he died in 1371. Michael Brown has similarly illuminated the parallel interaction between the intrusive and aggressive David II and the several scions of the house of Douglas, a contest in which by 1370–71 the king had undeniably succeeded in shifting the balance of power to favour the crown and its preferred followers.24 In these studies, then, David can be seen as a generous, charismatic benefactor to some but a deeply unpleasant, threatening enemy, almost a tyrant, to others. Such work has prompted Alexander Grant to offer a slightly modified view of Scotland post-1329, highlighting the essentially factional nature of crown-magnate politics but pointing to a stalemate in which ‘compromising greatly outweighed the acts of violence’ until ‘high politics became a matter of life and death’, c. 1402.25


Study of David’s personality and style of rule and the dramatic events and crown-magnate relations of his reign has, therefore, clearly advanced considerably since the scholars of the nineteenth-century bemoaned a dearth of original sources from the period. But despite this work, there is arguably still no popular received view of this long reign in the public domain. More often than not David enters historical discussion simply as ‘Robert Bruce’s son’. He then exits – along with four decades of fascinating Scottish politics – until mention of his death and the advent of the long-running Stewart dynasty in 1371 and the generation of the next Scottish victory over England at Otterburn (1388): crucially, as we shall see, this was a period dominated by men anxious to censor the achievements and legacy of the last Bruce king. At best, David retains consequently only a vague image of limited success in a few areas, overwhelmed by drastic failure in others. The exact nature of his relations with England does not sit well with the traditions of the modern patriotic nation born on the field of Bannockburn: on the other hand, David’s dealings with England were arguably so ambivalent and potentially two-faced that he cannot easily be championed by present-day unionist commentators in Britain. Even much of the physical legacy of David’s reign has been obliterated over time: his tomb in Holyrood Abbey vandalised in the late seventeenth-century and his bones scattered; his devotional church at St Monans in Fife partly absorbed by later work; his square Tower House at Edinburgh castle destroyed in an English bombardment in 1573 and overbuilt. Thus in the most recent one-volume analysis of the nation’s past, David’s was still understandably ‘one of the most anonymous reigns in Scottish history’: even in 2002 this king received no individual entry in the New Oxford History of Scotland.26


Arguably, he deserves better. David’s reign saw Scotland not only through the first decades of the Hundred Years War but also the most virulent period of the Black Death (c. 1349) with all the suffering and social, economic and political upheaval and change these Europe-wide experiences heralded. But more importantly, as the most recent research has suggested, David’s reign – and the period of the Bruce dynasty as a whole – proved the key formative years of the late medieval Scottish kingdom’s politics and collective identity.


Out of the Wars of Independence a recast Scottish monarchy, nobility and community emerged, with a conflicting variety of both traditional and new expectations for the future. It was during both the years of David’s long absences and his personal monarchy that the balance of power between the at-once complementary and competing interests of crown and three estates in Scotland was first worked, and often fought, out. A detailed picture of David, his inheritance and his kingship is necessary to bridge the gulf between the established view of the massive achievements by 1329 of Robert I, his warrior lieutenants and patriotic churchmen on the one hand, and, on the other, the immense difficulties of the new Stewart monarchy after 1371, its authority often dangerously eclipsed by the demands of its princes and regional magnates.


More specifically, a number of questions about David’s personality and policies, and the events of his long reign, remain unanswered. David would develop a unique style of personal lordship and royal household, court and government to suit the trying circumstances at home and abroad which he inherited from the period 1306 to 1341, and those which he encountered and created for himself thereafter. But just what was the influence of the legacy he inherited from his father? Why did David fall into conflict so quickly with Robert Steward and other great Scottish magnates whose families had gratefully supported Robert I and fought hard in the 1330s? Were David’s ideas about closer relations with England after 1346 completely abhorrent to his subjects after two generations of warfare against the Plantagenets? Did David’s style of kingship amount to the kind of authoritarian model which he himself must have observed in Edward III’s rule? In this sense was it also a model of hard-headed rule which the fifteenth-century Stewart kings of Scotland would look to as a template to assert over their subjects, all too often with violent consequences and necessary bloodletting? Or were David’s personal failings and problems – most obviously with the succession and Anglo-Scottish relations – such that he never really convinces as Nicholson’s masterful king of Scots? These issues, and others, form the main themes of this book.
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ONE



My Father’s Glory: the Legacy of 1329




‘All our defens,’ thai said, ‘allace


And he that all our comford was


Our wit and all our governyng


Allace is brocht her till ending . . .’


John Barbour, The Bruce, c. 1371–61





Robert the Bruce casts an immense shadow. For many of his own countrymen in the fourteenth-century, as of course for subsequent generations of proud Scots raised on Barbour’s poem, Robert breathed his last on Wednesday 7 June 1329 after a career of patriotic struggle, sacrifice and glory as ‘the symbol of the integrity of his country’: his marble tomb in Dunfermline Abbey, erected c. 1329–32, is said to have borne the legend: ‘Here lies the invincible blessed King Robert’.2


Bruce’s heroic leadership and his triumph over Edward II’s host at Bannockburn in June 1314 had not ended the wars begun in 1296. But it had proved a crucial turning point. As his epitaphs later sang, like another Hector or Caesar or Charlemagne, the warrior king thereafter led ‘his people’ to assert their independence from foreign thraldom. He recovered all Scottish castles, churches, monastic houses, burghs and their lands from English occupation. He did so first by force, by April 1318, when the town and castle garrisons at Berwick-upon-Tweed fell to the Scots. A decade later he did so in the eyes of western Christendom through papers of diplomacy solemnised by the Pope. The Treaty of Edinburgh-Northampton of March-June 1328 saw the adolescent Edward III of England forced to renounce his house’s claim to Scotland and to recognise Robert I of that sovereign realm. As a backdrop to these ideal achievements, popular memory has Bruce live out the last ten years of his reign loved, respected and supported by his subjects to whom he provided justice, patronage and a return to peace and prosperity.


But of course, so much of this is just the kind of reassuring image of success and power which Bruce and his regime worked hard to project. Later fourteenth- and early fifteenth-century Scottish commentators – like Wyntoun’s anonymous contemporary chronicle source and Abbot Bower – were bound to look back jealously upon the seemingly glorious days of Robert from their own disturbed times of crown-magnate conflict and royal assassination in Scotland between 1371 and 1449. In reality, however, the Bruce cause had an equally checkered and bloody record: the Scots of Bruce’s day endured decades of even greater dislocation and uncertainty.


Robert was presumably brought up from birth in Carrick on 11 June 1274 to believe that his house had a rightful claim to be heirs presumptive of the MacMalcolm kings. Robert’s grandfather, also Robert, the ‘Old Competitor’ of Annandale (c. 1220–1295), had, he maintained, been recognised by Alexander II (1214–49) as his nearest male heir about 1238 as a son of the second daughter of Earl David of Huntingdon, Alexander III’s greatuncle. Thus after the accidental death of that king in March 1286 the younger Robert’s kin and tutors must have branded him with the idea that it was the Bruce destiny to be kings of Scots. As a result, Robert emerged into adulthood as the eldest of several Bruce brothers, all ruthless, determined dynasts. Robert also entered the political arena as a feud rival of John Balliol of Galloway in south-west Scotland and Barnard Castle in Yorkshire. Although a much younger man than the Competitor Bruce, Balliol – born about 1249–50 – was nearer the royal line by degree (as a grandson of the eldest daughter of David of Huntingdon) and was chosen rightfully to be king of Scots after those hearings now known as the ‘Great Cause’ overseen by Edward I at Berwick-upon-Tweed in 1291–2. With Balliol as king came his in-laws and backers, the Comyns, the most powerful Scottish magnate family since the mid-thirteenth-century. It had been upon Comyn as much as Balliol lands in south-west Scotland that the Bruces had launched an inglorious and short-lived attack in late 1286. That was the opening thrust in a civil conflict which would span two generations.3


It was his hatred of the Balliol-Comyn party as well as his pragmatic hope that Edward I would turn to favour him or his father – also Robert Bruce, keeper of Carlisle (d. April 1304) – as alternative Scottish vassal kings, which drew the younger Robert to withhold his loyalty as a Scottish subject from King John (1292–6). But Robert was clearly determined that his future political empire should be centred in Scotland. King John proved utterly anonymous as a military leader. After he was stripped of his regalia and removed from Scotland by Edward I, Robert sought first to use the risings of William Wallace and Andrew Murray in 1297 to advance the Bruce claim to the kingdom’s leadership. That bid never got off the ground and Robert capitulated to Edward once more. But after Wallace’s defeat at Falkirk in June 1298 Bruce seems to have forced his way into the Guardianship leading Scottish resistance, serving in office alongside John Comyn of Badenoch and ostensibly continuing the fight against England in Balliol’s name. Yet in fact Robert used his position to cast around – as his grandfather had tried in 1290 – for armed support from magnates of Scotland to aid his family’s seizure and revival of the Scottish kingship, a change of line which key establishment players like Robert Wishart, bishop of Glasgow, and William Lamberton, bishop of St Andrews, may already have been prepared to consider if it meant saving the kingdom and its institutions. However, as the century turned, Robert found too much violent opposition in Scotland to his person and partisan plans as long as there was a growing likelihood of diplomacy securing a return for John Balliol from exile in papal (1299) and then French (1301) custody.4


Thus, sometime between mid-1300 and early 1302, when he reached his late-twenties and his inheritance of all his family’s lands in both Scotland and England may have seemed close, Robert Bruce abandoned the ‘patriotic’ struggle against Edward I. He renewed his submission to England and benefited from his political realism in the form of a second marriage to Elizabeth de Burgh, daughter of the Red Earl of Ulster, as well as regional offices in Edward’s re-occupied Scotland and the lands of Ingelram d’Umfraville, the Balliol man who had replaced him as Guardian of Scotland by May 1300.5 Bruce’s Annandale and Carrick lands were now better protected from the attacks of both England on the one hand and Umfraville, John Soules (Guardian for King John by 1302), Sir David Brechin of Barclay and Comyn of Badenoch on the other. There is little doubt, though, that Robert was again bitterly frustrated by the non-existent provincial role which the untrusting English king planned for him in 1304–5. Even before the last Scottish freedom fighters, besieged in Stirling castle ‘in the name of the Lion’, capitulated to Edward in June 1304, Robert was again canvassing support from key Scottish magnates for his seizure of the vacant kingship. Yet once again it was Robert’s inability to be in the same chamber – never mind strike a deal – with his former fellow Guardian, John Comyn of Badenoch, which erupted into sacrilegious murder in the Greyfriars church at Dumfries in February 1306. The hot-blooded folly of slaying Comyn in the course of a secret meeting on holy ground gave Bruce no choice but to make a desperate bid for the Scottish throne well ahead of schedule, prematurely not least because the sick and aged Edward I was fading but still lived.6


To secure the crown he so briefly wore at a hastily organised inauguration at Scone on 25–27 March 1306, Robert had to recover from Edward’s cruel destruction that year of both his immediate family and his tiny faction of magnate and clerical support.7 Robert would also have to return in early 1307 from a brief exile in the Irish Sea world off western Scotland to fight for the high ground in both a national war against England and an even more intense civil war against those Scots he had now alienated. Both conflicts would flare up again after Robert’s lifetime despite his best efforts.


With nothing to lose, Robert was undoubtedly at his best in these wars. He and his able warrior lieutenants exploited to the full potential of their limited manpower the luck afforded them in the timely death of Edward I in July 1307 and the accession of his troubled and uninspiring son, Edward II. Under this king, the English were long absent in force from Scotland and Bruce support snowballed. After three years in which many of their Scottish enemies were effectively turned or destroyed, the Bruces’ wars were being taken across the border with devastating effect and proved self-funding through plunder and extortion. Nonetheless, Edward II possessed an ability to periodically salvage his position against English baronial opposition to his favourites and policies. He also preserved a staunch Plantagenet belief that he should refuse to recognise ‘Robert de Brus’, a former feudal inferior of the English crown, as king of a sovereign Scotland no matter what the damage to northern England and, between 1315 and 1318, to English-occupied Ireland. Edward II’s stubbornness and Scottish military shortcomings saw this conflict drag on well beyond the disastrous English attempt to relieve their Stirling garrison in 1314 and through several subsequent truces.


In the course of this fighting, many Bruce Scots must have acquired considerable wealth and, headed by the Black Douglases, potent self-images as hammers of the English. But in the end the Scots’ raiding of the northern counties of Northumberland, Cumberland, Westmorland, Yorkshire and Durham’s churchlands – as well as their simultaneous interference in Anglo-Ulster – only really paid off in 1327–8. Even then, Bruce’s goal of English recognition of Scottish independence first required the removal of Edward II by the narrow factional regime of his rebellious French Queen, Isabella, and her lover, Roger Mortimer, who controlled the teenage Edward III. It was thus with a counterpart illegal, usurper and – by 1328 – regicide English minority government that Robert at last concluded peace terms as his own life began to ebb. This would prove problematic, for as he matured Edward III would certainly view his hand as having been forced in this armistice. Noone could have known that he would grow to be a warrior king in the mould of and with the same bold territorial shopping list as his grandfather: but, by 1328, the young English king had already been personally humiliated and reduced to tears by a Scottish surprise assault on Stanhope Park in Yorkshire, a rout recorded by the visiting French chronicler, Jean le Bel. Besides, for the Plantagenets to wipe out the embarrassing memory of Edward II the warlike achievements of Longshanks before 1307 formed natural ground to revisit.8


The known terms of the Edinburgh-Northampton peace of spring 1328, however, largely dictated by Bruce, seemed sound and binding upon the new English king: full peace with a public renunciation of English claims over Scotland from Edward III’s chancery, recognition of Robert I’s title and the return of any remaining occupied Scottish territory, as well as a mutual Anglo-Scottish alliance. The latter was set in place without prejudicing the existing Franco-Scottish alliance which Robert had renewed in August 1326 during a period of faltering Anglo-Scottish truce.9 Bruce calculated naturally that the French should be a deterrent to resurgent English aggression.


Robert also hoped for further discouragement to renewed English attack in insisting upon the swift marriage – in Scotland – of his four-year-old son, David Bruce, to Edward’s six-year-old sister, Joan of the Tower, despite both children being well under age (by ten and six years respectively). Edward III is reported to have wept again at the news of this match. But his sister’s dwelling with David would not prevent Edward’s annual invasions of Scotland between 1333 and 1337. Deliberately, neither King Edward or King Robert attended the lavish betrothal by proxy of the royal infants at Berwick-upon-Tweed on 12 July 1328, only a matter of weeks after the peace had been agreed: the £1,000 celebrations were paid for by the Scottish exchequer. Similarly, the £20,000 Robert offered England as war reparations – although a reduction of almost a quarter on damages he had first offered to sweeten peace in 1322, and nowhere near the sums plundered by the Scots from the northern counties and two of Edward II’s baggage trains – must have been dangled as a carrot to tempt the cash-strapped Isabella and Mortimer into the deal. As it turned out, Edward III, breaking free of his mother’s control by 1330, would begin to plan re-invasion of Scotland almost as soon as the Scots had finished paying off the three instalments of this compensation by midsummer 1331.10


The flaws in Bruce’s logic and the undoing of the features of the 1328 peace already mentioned are glaringly apparent with the advantage of hindsight. But they were not necessarily obvious to King Robert, his subjects or his opponents during what little remained of his lifetime. Nonetheless, Robert would never have been so quixotic as to expect an instant return to the amicable Anglo-Scottish relations of the thirteenth-century, typified by Alexander III’s extravagant and popular marriage to Henry III’s daughter in York in 1251 and underpinned by aristocratic families and ecclesiastical institutions with holdings in both the Scottish and English realms. Moreover, crucial aspects of Robert’s achievements must have given him cause for concern as to the stability of the peace and the future of his dynasty and kingdom.


For many modern commentators – most of whom concur that the 1329 peace was fatally flawed – a grave problem also lay in the provision for the Bruce succession.11 Robert’s Queen, Elizabeth de Burgh, was returned to him from a cruel English captivity in 1315. But no male issue resulted from their reunion until Monday 5 March 1324 – indeed almost nine months to the day after a thirteen-year Anglo-Scottish truce was agreed in May 1323 – with the birth of David and probably a twin, John, who died in infancy. Until that happy event, tinged with sadness at the loss of a second son and natural worries about infant mortality in David’s first years, Robert had to improvise. In April 1315 the king had seemed to be content to bow to his close supporters’ anxiety and recognise through an act of parliament his only surviving adult brother, Edward Bruce, as heir presumptive to the throne rather than the hoped-for male issue of Robert’s daughter by his first wife (a daughter of the earl of Mar). This daughter, Marjorie Bruce, was by then a healthy young woman, about to wed her father’s close counsellor, Walter the Steward of Scotland. But the spectre of another disputed female succession so soon after the Bruces themselves had quibbled over the child Maid of Norway’s right to succeed Alexander III was too great a risk. Edward Bruce besides was made of much of the right stuff to be a monarch and Robert had already decided to back his expedition to seize the high kingship of Ireland.12


Yet the feeling of many contemporaries that these Bruce heirs were still just jumped-up magnates, no better than other aristocrats of their generation, cannot have been lessened with the birth in 1316 of Robert Stewart, Bruce’s grandson. Death continued to threaten the new regime. Marjorie Bruce died after a fall from her horse in 1317. Then the slaying of Edward Bruce in battle in Ireland in October 1318 can only have added to increasing anticipation in Scotland and England of the demise of the usurper Bruce dynasty. With great haste, in November 1318, Robert held a parliament at Scone which issued a number of laws for the restoration, order and defence of the kingdom, proof that the Bruce regime had rebuilt and expanded an able royal bureaucracy.13 But at the same assembly the production of a second parliamentary act of succession which recognised the two-year-old Robert Stewart as heir to Scotland, failing any future direct issue of Robert the Bruce’s body, clearly failed to convince many Scots. In the same parliament, Robert also felt it necessary to issue reactionary laws against the spreading of sedition and rumour against the king and his government: the succession act itself was to be upheld on pain of charges of lèse majesté. Robert’s fears were well-founded. In the same month, Edward Balliol, son of King John and now in his late-thirties, crossed the Channel from his family’s lands in Picardy to England and entered the pay of Edward II in whose household he had spent much of his youth. Within a matter of weeks of Edward Bruce’s demise along with a sizeable portion of the Scottish army, and Robert’s emergency re-tailzie of the kingship, Edward II and Balliol and several disgruntled magnates in Scotland and their armed followings – led by Sir William Soules of Liddesdale and Ingelram d’Umfraville (who had both been part of the Scottish Guardianship of c. 1300–4 and fought against Bruce at Bannockburn) – had hatched a plot to murder Robert and restore Balliol to the throne: sensing its dynastic fragility, these men were not prepared to wait for the Bruce line’s natural extinction.14


Despite potentially widespread factional support this plot failed. It was smashed in August 1320 by informers to Bruce in the hope of reward. In the end, Robert may indeed have gone to his grave almost a decade later relieved to have fathered a male heir but haunted by the thought of leaving his son at just five years of age, vulnerable to further such attacks from the adult alternative of Edward Balliol egged on by his land-hungry followers in the pay of the English crown and able to tap the sympathy of Scotsmen frustrated and abused by the Bruce regime since 1306. But Robert must have taken much realistic comfort in the practical knowledge that the maturity and individual abilities of a king were worth little without the proper back-up structures to run and defend a regime and realm. In need of support both for his own sake and for the future, Robert had worked extremely hard after Bannockburn to ensure that his house had the support of an active majority of the Scottish political community.15 The strategic resettlement of lands and offices overseen by Robert between c. 1310 and 1329 would prove far more telling in the survival of his dynasty before and after his death than the uncertain alliances he had closed with France in July 1326 and, on a very slight basis in 1328, with the new earl of Ulster.16


Indeed, what Robert I so effectively created in the fifteen years of his reign after Bannockburn was not so much a heightened sense of nationalism or patriotism as modern Scots might understand it. His regime undeniably perceived and publicised the importance of such growing sentiments while they served short-term military and diplomatic ends: they were besides the natural result of prolonged war against a rival monarchy and foreign invader. But in the long-term, Robert wanted peace with England and stability for his own house. Thus he spent more energy restoring a culture of vested interest, service and reward – of good lordship – in return for loyalty which was identified directly with his kingship and often based on a very personal relationship with important Scots. At one essential level, therefore, enough significant Scottish magnates, clerics, burgesses and common folk would fight for their king and country after 1332 because they would be fighting for their Bruce lord and the patrimony his house had guaranteed, increased dramatically and defended vigorously for them since 1306: for the generation which followed, the protection of familial interest and livelihood would become a kingdom- or nation-wide birthright of duty, honour and identity.


Robert’s key military lieutenants were the obvious beneficiaries of his patronage. Thomas Randolph, of Dumfriesshire stock, received the newly reformed earldom of Moray (1312, for eight knights’ service) which he was to hold ‘in regality’ autonomous from all royal jurisdiction except over the most serious crimes like murder and treason. This title was to embrace the former Comyn lordship of Badenoch as well as Strathspey, the castle and barony of Urquhart and the lordship of Lochaber, facing the western seaboard. Randolph was also promoted as a regional agent in the south, receiving the Bruce lordship of Annandale (1318) as well as Nithsdale, the lordship of the isle of Man, lands in Lothian and a justiciarship. The ‘Good’ Sir James Douglas’s lands also snowballed between 1314 and 1325 until they amounted to a massive regality on the west and middle marches from Douglasdale to Lauderdale. Walter Steward was able to leave new lands in Roxburghshire, Lothian and Argyll to add to the Clydesdale and Renfrewshire heartlands inherited by his son, Robert, in 1327. And before his death in 1318, Edward Bruce had become lord of Galloway and earl of Carrick. The elevation of these men to the status of the realm’s premier nobles gave Robert well-motivated generals (with their own landed armed followings) and administrators: they formed the backbone of his daily council and armed host. Randolph was also to provide a stable focus as Guardian for any minority regency after Robert’s death, with Douglas nominated by the acts of succession of 1318 and 1326 to serve in this capacity after him.17


However, these relatively ‘new men’ were not enough alone to fill the power vacuum left by the families broken by Bruce’s cause. They formed the key recipients of a piecemeal programme of land and office redistribution designed not only to give the Bruces a strong community-based household and government but also to cultivate loyal royal agents in the various localities of Scotland. In this Robert had little choice but to display a large measure of sensible feudal conservatism. He forgave many former enemies and perpetuated the regional influence of numerous ambitious families. Indeed, his many hundreds of grants made between 1306 and 1329 – to which no short summary can really do justice – favoured many of the Scottish noble houses which would emerge as the significant political players of the next two centuries. But very often these families emerged because they were prepared to use brutal methods to advance their own fortunes at the expense of local rivals. Most obviously, many of the men Robert rewarded after 1310 had served in the Bruce hosts which had wasted the north-eastern, south-western and Argyllshire lands of the Comyns and Balliol and their allies after 1307. These horrific ‘herschips’ burned themselves into local memory for generations to come even though they had often been followed up with rigorous measures by the victors to impose loyalty and service to the new regime.


Of his more substantial grants, in the far north Robert forgave the earl of Ross and his kin for their support of the Comyns and rewarded them with half of the earldom of Buchan as well as other neighbouring baronies and former royal thanages and a marriage for Earl Hugh to the king’s half-sister, Maud (d. c. 1329). The Ross presence in the north-east was thus raised with land grants alongside such other knights and families as the Keith lords Marischal, the Hay lords Constable, Sir Alexander Fraser (Chamberlain 1319–26), Sir Alexander Gordon (gifted the massive lordship of Strathbogie and made an envoy to Rome in 1320 with the Declaration of Arbroath) and Sir Archibald Douglas (Guardian 1332–3), brother of Sir James. Archibald Douglas’s daughter would marry Edward Bruce’s bastard, Alexander Bruce (born c. 1317, earl of Carrick 1329–33). There was also favour for another of Robert’s in-laws, Sir Andrew Murray (Guardian 1332, 1335–8), son of William Wallace’s partner at Stirling Bridge in 1297 and husband of Christian Bruce, the king’s sister and widow of another former Bruce ally, Christopher Seton, executed by Edward I in 1306: in 1315 Andrew Murray received the lordship of Garioch adjacent to the earldom of Mar. But as well as these major grants, Robert also secured the loyalty of many lesser laymen and most of the prelates of the north and north-east. Walter Barclay and John Broun served as sheriffs of Aberdeen, Alexander Pylche (another celebrated rebel alongside Murray and Wallace) as sheriff of Inverness, Hamelyn de Troup as sheriff of Banff. Numerous others received royal forest lands. In David Murray, bishop of Moray (d. 1325), Thomas de Dono, bishop of Ross (d. 1325) and Ferquhard, bishop of Caithness (d. 1327) – and their crown-chosen successors – Bruce had committed royal locality mouthpieces and civil servants.18


This pattern was repeated throughout other regions of Scotland with varying success. In Scotland just north of Tay, Robert granted out many royal and forfeited baronial lands for a high return in pledged archer and knight service. The elevated men of the area became, again, Fraser, the Keiths and Hays, but also: Alexander Bruce and Robert I’s own illegitimate son, Robert; David Barclay, a steward in David Bruce’s household 1324–9 and sheriff of Fife by 1328; William Oliphant, the famous defender of Stirling Castle in 1304 who became an ‘escheator’ for Bruce in the 1320s; and Duncan Campbell, given Percy and Umfraville lands. Donald, earl of Mar, Bruce’s former nephew and David Bruce’s halfcousin, was also given some Forfarshire lands in 1328 when he finally returned from England after the political murder of his patron since youth, Edward II. But the real new men of Tayside were the Stewarts from Bonkle in Berwickshire, elevated by c. 1329 as earls of Angus to replace the pro-Balliol family of Umfraville.


In contrast, Robert felt he had to develop a slightly different approach in central Scotland – the ancient earldoms of Fife, Menteith, Strathearn and Atholl alongside the lands of the bishoprics of St Andrews, Dunkeld and Dunblane (and embraced by the sheriffships of Perth, Stirling, Fife, Kinross and Clackmannan). Bruce’s policy unfolded as a conservative retention of existing regional families. There were pardons for Anglo-Balliol defection for Duncan, earl of Fife, and Malise, seventh earl of Strathearn. However, not only did these magnates receive no new royal grants to add to their patrimony, but Robert also sought to reduce their influence. In August 1315, Earl Duncan was obliged to enter Robert’s peace with a promise that should he fail to produce a male heir (as seemed likely) then Fife would revert to an ‘assignee’ of the crown. Duncan and a number of his followers may even have seen their seals attached without their approval or presence to the April 1315 Bruce succession tailzie.19 This was a coercive ploy which Bruce’s regime employed regularly to produce public documents in order to exaggerate its support and legitimise its actions.20 About the same time, to the west, Earl Malise was forced to surrender the earldom of Strathearn to his (at that time) pro-Bruce son, another Malise. Elsewhere, Robert made similarly cautious changes. David Strathbogie, earl of Atholl, was forfeited for his infamous desertion of Bruce’s army at Bannockburn and exiled to England. But Atholl’s earldom was not regranted by the king until probably 1328–9, to John, son of Neil Campbell of Lochawe, a Bruce ally against the Macdougalls since 1306 and husband of Bruce’s other full sister, Mary. The vacant earldom of Menteith was granted out earlier, c. 1320–2, but to an heir of its traditional incumbents, Murdoch of Menteith, who had betrayed the Balliol-Soules conspirators.21


Robert’s other grants in central Scotland were limited to many confirmations of monastic and secular church lands – in particular, rewarding the help he had received from the Abbeys of Scone, Dunfermline and Cambuskenneth and William Lamberton, bishop of St Andrews. The king also looked to a number of robust, ambitious knights, including: William Lindsay (Chancellor 1316–9); John Menteith of Arran and Knapdale, who had betrayed Wallace in 1305 (and whom Robert granted the large western lordship of Strathgartney); John Inchmartin, sheriff of Perth; once again, Alexander Fraser, who served as sheriff of Stirling; the Menzies brothers, Alexander and Thomas (given Glendochart and Fortingall baronies in north-west Perthshire); the king’s bastard son, Robert; Walter Steward, Robert’s son-in-law (given Methven barony near Perth and lands in Fife); and Malcolm, earl of Lennox, and Sir Henry Annan who served as sheriffs of Clackmannan. These and the many other smaller grants made by Robert in the 1320s must have been reinforced by the royal household’s frequent presence in central Scotland for councils, parliaments and other formal occasions.22


The king’s household was most often to be found, however, between Bannockburn and the late 1320s, at Edinburgh in the royal heartlands of Lothian and the south-east Lowlands. It was here that Robert’s resettlement was at its most intense. The king must have spent a fair sum rebuilding Edinburgh Castle and adding a royal park at its northern foot after 1320.23 But in terms of available resources, royal thanages and forest lands were thinner on the ground for redistribution south of Forth and much land was owned by monastic houses. However, a number of forfeitures had given Robert a large reservoir of land to redistribute in this quarter. Some of these southern lands had been granted out before their formal seizure in the Cambuskenneth parliament of November 1314, a necessary ploy to encourage men to fight for their recovery from English occupation. Yet it soon became apparent that Robert was again intent on favouring particular men as his agents in this region often as a counter to others. Sir Robert Lauder of the Bass was elevated to the justiciarship of Lothian and would briefly serve as Chamberlain in 1333; Walter Steward received a wedding gift of the valuable Lothian baronies of Bathgate and Ratho in 1315; Thomas Randolph as ‘Warden south of Forth’ received Berwickshire lands; Robert Keith, the Marischal, was sheriff of Edinburgh for part of the 1320s; Sir John fitz Walter became sheriff of Berwick by 1328. There were also small grants for many of the men and kindreds who remained loyal to the Bruces after 1329: the Douglases of Lothian (or Kingscavil); the Frasers; the Grahams of Abercorn; the Sinclairs; Murdoch of Menteith; the Murrays; the Stewarts of Bonkle; and Reginald More, Chamberlain (1329–33 and 1334–41) and Precentor of the lands of the Knights Hospitaller in Scotland, based at Torphichen, West Lothian.24


However, the chief beneficiaries of Bruce patronage in the south-east were two lords. Sir Alexander Seton – who may have passed David Strathbogie in the night by defecting to the Scots at Bannockburn – received many grants of Lothian baronies and smaller land pockets after 1319; Seton would serve as a household steward for David II and as Precentor of the Knights Hospitaller about 1345–8.25 The ‘Good’ Sir James Douglas also received Lothian baronies as well as his regality lordships of Lauderdale and Selkirk forest. These lords and their followings must have been in part designed to check the activities of Patrick Dunbar, earl of March, another magnate with English interests who – like the earls of Fife and Strathearn – only entered Robert’s peace after 24 June 1314, Patrick, indeed, only after he had put Edward II safely on a boat home after his flight from defeat at Bannockburn. Although pardoned, Patrick also received little or no favour from his new Bruce lord c. 1315–29, while others were promoted in the south-east.26


The south-west of Scotland, however, was a far more difficult and potentially explosive proposition. Home to the Bruce family lands in Scotland, but also a heartland of Balliol and Comyn power, the civil war had raged longest here after 1306. The Bruce brothers had found cause to launch several herschips of Galloway, the last in 1313. But even after Bannockburn and the final forfeiture of the Balliols, Comyns and their south-western allies like the MacDowells and McCans, the new regime struggled to install lasting royal agents able to harness the clannish tenantry of this region. The death of Edward Bruce, lord of Galloway and earl of Carrick, in October 1318 deprived Robert of the one lord who might have become a dedicated lieutenant for the crown in this quarter. In the first half of Robert’s reign few other magnates were favoured by the crown in Ayrshire, Dumfriesshire and Galloway. But it was not until 1318–20 that Robert turned to alternative agents for the south-west in his big three, James Douglas, Thomas Randolph and Walter Steward. At that time, Douglas was given the barony of Staplegordon east of Annandale, other Dumfriesshire lands and the toun, castle and forest of Jedburgh; Randolph received Annandale itself along with the hotly disputed isle of Man; the Steward received the Ayrshire lordship of Cunningham.27


This royalist shift within the south-west must have provoked some of the plotting of William Soules of Liddesdale and other former Balliol men from that region. Despite his recovery in 1318 of his family’s traditional office of Butler from a seemingly magnanimous king, Soules must have felt threatenened within his local sphere of influence.28 But Soules’ removal in 1320 allowed Robert to step up his intrusion of crown men. Douglas received some of Soules’ lands as well as the Balliol lands of Buittle (1321, 1325); Holyrood Abbey received a teind of projected justice pleas taken between the rivers Cree and Nith (1323); Robert’s favourite Abbey, Melrose, was assigned the crown’s casualties from Roxburghshire (1325) to be collected by Douglas. Robert’s grandson, Robert Steward, received the extensive Soules’ baronies in the same shire (1327). There was also lesser royal favour in the south-west for the likes of the Carruthers and other traditional Bruce affinity men from Annandale: Sir John Lindsay; the Carricks; the Crawfords; the Boyds of Noddsdale; the Stewarts of Darnley and Dalswinton; the Wallaces; the Mores (sheriffs of Ayr); the Kirkpatricks (sheriffs of Dumfries); and the Flemings. The head of the latter house, Malcolm Fleming of Cumbernauld, was also serving as keeper of Dumbarton Castle by 1327 (taking over from the earl of Lennox), as a steward of David Bruce’s household and, it seems, the child prince’s ‘foster-father’: it was Fleming who would attempt to fill the vacuum left by the deaths of Edward Bruce, lord of Galloway and earl of Carrick (1318), and his bastard son, Alexander Bruce (1333).29


After March 1324, Robert had the son he needed so badly to take up the family lands, bringing some hope of controlling the south-west: the award of Liddesdale to the king’s bastard son, Robert, and the presence of Alexander Bruce (who would become earl of Carrick upon David II’s accession) must have increased this dynastic presence. However, that in practical terms Robert I clearly found it difficult to get a grip on the south-west is suggested 27 R.D. Oram, ‘Bruce, Balliol and the Lordship of Galloway: the South-West of Scotland and the Wars of Independence’, TDGNHAS, 4th series, lxvii (1992), 29-47. by the absence of a separate justiciar of Galloway, a sheriff of Wigtown and crown income from such offices throughout the final decade of the reign: in 1324 Robert even had to formally recognise the traditional right of the men of Galloway to exemption from the summary justice and billeting of royal officers.30


A similar lack of hands-on crown control (and income) affected Robert’s dealings with the west coast and isles of Scotland. As a child, an exile and a warrior king, Robert amassed considerable experience of the Irish sea world and Gael. He could also call upon the loyal support of such ambitious west coast lords and in-laws as the Steward and Campbells of Lochawe. Yet in a region which was even more separatist than the south-west, Bruce had more typically to play upon local rivalries and animosities and make speculative, de facto land grants in order to win support. Thus the vital backing of the MacDonalds was heavily bought against their rivals, the Comyns’ in-laws the Macdougalls of Lorn, in return for Robert granting John MacDonald and his son, Angus Og, extensive islands and coastal lands, including much of the mainland Comyn lordship of Lochaber in the north-west, along with Ardnamurchan and Morvern. Similarly, until their forfeiture for unspecified crimes in 1325, Bruce bought the anti-Macdougall support of the MacRuaridhs of Garmoran. Otherwise Robert, continuing the work of Alexander III and – at least on paper – of John I before him, had to be content to build up a buffer of support and strongholds between central Scotland and the western approaches. Malcolm, earl of Lennox, was made sheriff of Dumbarton; Tarbert Castle was reinforced; Sir John Menteith of Arran and Knapdale was given further Argyll lands (Glenbreakerie) in return for the service of a twenty-six-oar galley; a number of men received Lanarkshire baronies including Sir Walter fitz Gilbert and Sir James Douglas; and Abbot Bernard of Arbroath, Bruce’s trusted Chancellor, was made bishop of the Isles in 1326.31


But as if that was never enough, and as if Robert himself recognised the danger posed by uncertain, traditionally autonomous forces in that quarter, after 1326 the king – ailing from whatever ‘grosse maladie’ later generations were to label as leprosy – set up home in a purpose-built manor house at Cardross near Dumbarton, complete with fishery, falcon aviary, gardens and nearby moorings for the ‘King’s Great ship’. This site had Arthurian associations similar to those of Dumbarton’s castle rock. Fittingly in Robert’s twilight days, it looked west to the region where he and his brothers had been fostered as children and which had given him succour in his hour of need in 1306–7. But it was from here that Robert set out in February 1329 on an ayre which reveals that despite all he had achieved the king recognised the threat that a lack of control over the western approaches and Galloway posed to his dynasty.


Robert’s purpose was to make a pilgrimage to the shrine of St Ninian at Whithorn before his death. But his itinerary took his household through Ayrshire, Carrick and by April into the heart of the Comyns’ former Galloway lands. Moreover, he used the journey to stop off and grant at least thirty charters to potential crown supporters in the western isles, Argyll and south-west of Scotland: in this way he secured the further services of two oared-galleys, four armed men, four archers and a spearman to add to the over forty extra knights, thirty archers and ten galleys (at least) which his patronage had raised since 1306. In the same way, after death Robert surely planned the presence of his heart at Melrose Abbey as a counter to the heart of John Balliol’s father, interred at Sweetheart Abbey, as well as a deterrent to any English army crossing the border in the future.32


Robert’s fears would again prove justified. They were not simply based on his struggle to leave a strong and able lieutenant to police these outlying zones. Rather his concerns went to the heart of the peace settlement with England concluded the previous summer. His gravest worry must have been about the thorny issue which recent research has suggested Robert may have in fact fudged and found too hot to handle in his treaty with Isabella and Mortimer. For it now seems clear that there was some agreement between the English and Scottish negotiators for the restoration of some or all of the ‘Disinherited’ and a return to cross-border landholding by aristocratic families and church in both England and Scotland.33


The immediate problem was that the chief interests among the English Disinherited claiming lands in Scotland, either through legal inheritance or grants by Edward I, represented powerful lobbies to which Isabella and Mortimer had to pander. These included individual chiefs like Henry Beaumont (claiming his Comyn in-laws’ earldom of Buchan), Henry Percy (Urr in Galloway and Redcastle in Angus), Thomas Wake (Kirkandrews and Liddesdale), Henry Ferrers (Galloway and Lothian lands), Richard Talbot (some of his father-in-law’s lands of Lochaber) and Gilbert Umfraville of Proudhue (the Angus earldom). But influential churches in northern England, like the bishopric of Durham and the Abbey of Holm Cultram, also sought the recovery of their lost Scottish holdings. Their disappointment at their frustration in the armistice talks must have threatened the stability of both the peace deal and the party of Edward III’s keepers. To add to their number, there remained a handful of Scottish magnates and their heirs in exile desperate to recover their lands, men who had long served English interests headed by Beaumont’s son-in-law, David Strathbogie (Atholl, Strathbogie and half of Lochaber), Walter Comyn (Kilbride), the Macdougalls (Lorn) and the MacDowells, McCans, Mowbrays and other lesser folk.34


Beaumont, Percy and others of the Disinherited attended the Anglo-Scottish peace talks of 1327–28. They were also present with Queen Isabella at the wedding of David and Joan at Berwick on 12 July 1328. A fortnight later, at Glasgow, shortly before he set out to help install his wife’s nephew as earl of Ulster, Robert I confirmed to Henry Percy his father’s Scottish lands. In theory this gave Percy the go-ahead to recover this territory through the Scottish courts. When set alongside Edward III’s later complaints of 1330–33 that the Scots had failed to restore lands in Scotland to English lords and churches ‘in accordance with the treaty’, this suggests that – either during the original peace talks, or by proxy at the wedding itself – Robert had been forced to recognise that the Disinherited had to be included: some mutual restoration of territory and subjects must follow.35


Robert may indeed have found a desire for this in Scotland where only a generation before the majority of significant magnate kindreds – and several monastic houses – had long held English lands. Repossession of the Bruce family lands in Yorkshire and Huntingdon moreover might have provided another binding tie to secure the peace. It might also have further strengethened the vested interest of lordship attached to the Bruce regime by further rewarding Robert’s key domestic supporters. This may explain why by May 1329 it was the ‘Good’ but tremendously ambitious Sir James Douglas who was the first Scot restored to his family’s lost English lands: within a year a lesser Scots knight, Sir Henry Prendergast, had also recovered his Northumberland lands.36


However, it is likely that within weeks of David Bruce’s marriage, Robert had decided he could not feasibly honour any such clause about the Disinherited. Logically he must have found himself in much the same catch-22 of lordship which had undermined Edward I’s attempts to win submission and support from predominantly Scottish-based lords while retaining the loyalty of those Englishmen who had helped him initially conquer the northern kingdom. It was a dilemma which went right to the heart of all regime-building: neither king could reward his closest supporters without alienating others and there was not enough to satisfy all.37


Robert must have realised very quickly that the return of even just the most select and influential of the Dishnerited from Westminster – enough to ease Isabella’s fears – would have badly disrupted his resettlement of Scotland. Even the first concession he had made – the restoration to Percy of Urr in Galloway and Redcastle in Angus would have snubbed Thomas Randolph and his own bastard, Robert Bruce. These lieutenants might be compensated elsewhere in Scotland (or England). But many of the other Disinherited claims aimed at entire provincial earldoms and lordships, many of them in the difficult hotbed of the south-west. Men like John MacDonald of the Isles would besides not tolerate the return of their local feud rivals (the Macdougalls). Moreover, many of the families who had made it good under Bruce had been almost purely ‘Scottish’ families before 1306 with few or no English holdings. Such houses as would not naturally welcome a return to cross-border politics and the dilution of their new hard-fought pre-eminence in Scotland included the Stewarts, Campbells, Randolphs and others.


It would be under Randolph as Guardian after Bruce’s death in June 1329 that the Scottish royal government would continue to refuse point-blank to restore English landowners in Scotland. This suggests divisions in Scottish attitudes to restoring cross-border landholding. Most pro-Bruce Scots, headed by Randolph and the Stewarts, opposed a return to the status of smaller fish in a big aristocratic pond, while others, perhaps including James Douglas, hoped to expand their interests further. If this was so, Robert I’s abandonment of plans to restore the Disinherited may have been a result of his own quickly-formed conviction that he should retrace his steps. Certainly, in 1364, in opposition to David II’s plans to restore the descendants of the Disinherited as part of a deal with Edward III and his sons, many Scots were of the view in parliament that ‘[King] Robert, such a wise, vigorous and able man, did not agree’ to any restoration of the Disinherited and insisted that Scotland’s subjects should be loyal to only one king.38 Yet in reality, in the last of his annual parliaments or councils, Robert may have been obliged to bow to considerable pressure from a majority of his own counsellors – those who had benefited most from his patronage between 1314 and 1328 – and to abort his deal with Percy and others. This may explain why it was not apparently until c. 1328–29 – and perhaps even then not until after Robert’s death – that the earldoms of Atholl and Angus were finally granted out to new owners in the pro-Bruce families of the Campbells of Lochawe and Stewarts of Bonkle. This may also explain a small part of the later chronicle gossip about James Douglas, like Edward Bruce before him, becoming too big for his boots: perceived as a potentially ‘molestful’ threat to David Bruce and Randolph, Robert’s greatest knight, Douglas, was thus bound to a promise to take his king’s heart to the Holy land after death so as to keep him out of trouble.39


But these underlying tensions also hint at the poised man-trap of political consequences Robert I may have perceived as inevitable fallout from his landholding policies, no matter which line he took. For there were other categories of men to be satisfied in addition to the Disinherited. Above all, there was the painfully grey area of those Scottish magnates of note and their families and regional followings who had entered Bruce’s peace after Bannockburn but found themselves excluded from royal favour, government office and regional influence. The earls of Fife, Strathearn and March headed this group and would quickly join Edward Balliol for a time when he invaded Scotland after 1332. But there were also contemporaries and close supporters of Bruce whose ambitions may have been close to outstripping their new king’s political and material largesse since 1314.


In provincial lords like John MacDonald of the Isles, the ‘Good’ Sir James Douglas, Walter Steward, Thomas Randolph and Hugh, earl of Ross, there is surely more than a hint of the potentially restless, over-mighty subject. Among their number and their heirs were men who expected continued reward and increasing autonomy in return for their continued service to Bruce. There was also internecine rivalry between them and fewer neutral, kingdom-minded figures to mediate such conflict after the deaths of Robert Wishart, bishop of Glasgow (d. 1316), and Lamberton of St Andrews (d. 1328).


Douglas and Walter Steward (d. 1327), in particular, might have expected an earldom, equating their status with that of Randolph. By 1325 Douglas was giving some signs of being prepared to defy crown jurisdiction over small matters in the borders, moves which could only serve to encourage his highly militarised regional affinity. His expert use of border warfare, intimidation, protection and sentiment to sustain his own empire may also have threatened to provoke renewed national warfare without Robert’s input: Abbot Bower relates the tale of how a ‘Twynham Lourison’ seized a royal official at Ayr only to be driven into exile by Douglas’s wrath and was encouraged to approach Edward Balliol, then in France, with the advice that many Scottish families would support a Balliol coup against Bruce and his allies.40 Similarly, after David Bruce’s birth in 1324, Walter Steward might have been logically rewarded by a promise from the king that his son, Robert Stewart – Bruce’s grandson and the heir presumptive to the kingship – would be the crown’s ‘assignee’ to the earldom of Fife. This would have secured a key role for this blood royal in any future royal inauguration ceremony – in which the Fife earl led the king from the Scone altar to enthronement stone – just as Bruce’s agreement with Earl Duncan of Fife in 1315 had envisaged. Yet although Robert Stewart was recognised as second in line to the throne by a third parliamentary act of succession in November 1326, no official tailzie of Fife to the Stewarts, if there was one, has survived: as we shall see, Robert as Steward would pursue possession of the earldom of Fife in defiance of the Bruce crown for the rest of his aristocratic life.41 Elsewhere, MacDonald of Islay – perhaps angered that the Stewarts and Ross had received Bruce marriages while he had not – would switch sides from Bruce to Balliol and England in the 1330s and 1350s, playing one off the other while he set himself up as ‘lord of the Isles’. The former pro-Balliol earls of Ross would similarly act as laws unto themselves in the north in the 1330s. Generally after 1332, Ross, MacDonald, Robert Steward and the descendants of Douglas, the earl of March and the Stewart earl of Angus, would repeatedly challenge David II’s authority.42


In this sense it can be said, with hindsight, that one of the greatest legacies of Robert I to his son was a highly expectant nobility which the Scottish crown would struggle to always satisfy and contain. Robert had enjoyed the honeymoon period of this relationship. His magnates had been content with their initial rewards and found an outlet for their energies in war against England and in consolidating their own territorial and political influence. But in dying when he did Robert would be spared the difficulties of policing his great subjects through a period of peace followed by the chaos of renewed war, when his subjects’ energies would be directed to affairs within Scotland and their position vis à vis the crown and their neighbours: this would have come, too, at a time when the king’s landed demesne was sorely depleted.


In the last few years of his reign Robert was forced, too, to set the crown on the slippery slope of securing magnates’ loyalties with large pensions: for example, his own bastard, Robert, received 500 merks a year; the new Constable, Hay, took £200 p.a.; 128 merks p.a. went to Robert Steward; and Sir Henry Sinclair, the king’s keeper of forests north of Forth and bailie of Caithness, was granted an annual of 40 merks in 1328 ‘until he has been given forty merks of land or four hundred merks of money’.43 Such favour was a symptom of the necessary alienation of crown resources since 1314, and as early as November 1326 (seemingly before the earldoms of Atholl and Angus had been regranted) Robert had had to admit to parliament that he was without fiscal means to sustain a household and government ‘becoming his station without the intolerable burdening and grievance of his commons’. In response he received a lifetime grant of a tenth of all rents from an apparently grateful political community. Then in 1329, parliament granted an additional three-year tenth to help pay off the promised war reparations to England.44 Yet it is very hard to tell what might have happened had Robert needed further cash for his expanding government or sought to retrieve some of the territory and resources he had alienated. As well as the problems of trying to ‘live of his own’, had Robert lived longer than his fifty-five years he would have found himself king of a community awash with competing Bruce, Randolph, Douglas and Stewart brothers and cousins and many other magnate scions. David II would be spared quite such an overcrowded arena by the deaths of many Scottish lords in the terrible war losses of 1332 and 1333. But as an adult Robert I’s son would still have to juggle many such conflicting noble interests alongside his own royal prerogative.


Robert must have given some thought to such future contingencies after David’s birth. An awareness of his own mortality and the perennial Anglo-Balliol threat undeniably drove him to seek as much closure and control of events as possible in the war with England before his demise. Yet in doing so Robert must have known that vital components of what he had achieved by early 1329 were a compromise. His strongest achievements indeed could be said to have been to guard against the expected return of a circling storm: a well-motivated and, thus far, well-rewarded, loyal nobility committed to investing their future in Bruce lordship of an independent Scotland; a potent martial tradition with a limited but winning formula for anti-English warfare led by able lieutenants who, if aging, all had maturing sons to take up their batons; a potentially strong, if largely untested, deterrent alliance with France (1326); and, finally, papal recognition of Bruce kingship and Scottish sovereignty culminating in posthumous receipt in 1329 of a bull awarding future kings of Scots the rite of coronation and unction enjoyed by the Plantagenets, a favour secured through the offices of nationally-minded Scottish churchmen for the most part chosen by the king.45


In all but the last of these pillars, Bruce’s Scotland was being geared up to face unfinished business in the likely event that the peace of 1328 would not hold. Perhaps most telling and ironic of all – besides his pilgrimage and recruitment ayre in the south-west in spring 1329 – the legend prevails that in his final hours Bruce, above all, warned his son and subjects not to fight pitched battles.46


Yet that this death-bed speech – like so much of the Scottish chroniclers’ tableaux of Robert’s end – is filtered through the calamitous events which befell the kingdom after 1332 (and in particular in 1346) is suggested by the plain fact that David Bruce was probably born too late to have been heavily influenced by his father in person. Born at Dunfermline, David was thereafter nursed for a while on the bishop of St Andrews’ manor of Inchmurdoch in Fife where he would be married for a second time in 1363. But as a babe-in-arms he was soon established in his own household as earl of Carrick in the Bruces’ Turnberry castle (where he may have had a pet lion). His contact with the royal household in this period was presumably limited. He may have been present at two-and-a-half years old in the 1326 parliament at Scone which issued the third act of succession. But David’s first formal state occasion other than his own christening was surely his wedding at Berwick aged four to Joan of the Tower. The royal couple seem to have visited King Robert at Cardross on their return from their betrothal. David may have spent Christmas with the royal court at Glenkill on Arran in 1328 and received a visit from his ailing father at Turnberry in February 1329.47


No other details of David’s upbringing before 1329 have survived. Unlike Robert I and his father and, more especially, his grandfather, David must have received his knowledge of his family’s traditions and of his father’s actions at second-hand. In some ways this may have spared him an overdose of any popular image of Robert I as the hero-king. The son would arguably have much less veneration than subsequent generations for the person and policies of the more famous father. Nevertheless, David entered a regal office with established ways of doing things and with expected, if not demanded, patterns of behaviour for a Bruce king of Scots.


Most obviously, in 1324 Bernard of Arbroath had celebrated the joyous news of David’s birth with verse which asserted that he would grow to:




play at combat in the gardens of the English, or else may God make a lasting peace between the kingdoms.





It is extremely difficult to gauge the comparative mood of the political community upon Robert’s death. It was surely not as doom-laden as Walter Bower portrayed it to have been from the viewpoint of the 1440s. Some Scotsmen may indeed have banged their fists and torn their clothes like madmen at Robert’s passing but Scotland was not as rudderless a ship as it had been in 1286: this time there was a designated male heir and a single Guardian.48 Yet by early 1329 it may have seemed to many Scots only a matter of time before the first of the options expressed by Abbot Bernard – leadership in war against the auld enemy – would be required of David. The uncertainty of the Anglo-Scottish peace and David’s immaturity go a long way to explaining why on 7 June 1329 there was no immediate removal of David from Turnberry to Scone Abbey and the ancient moot hill for inauguration or coronation, no resounding ‘The King is Dead! Long Live the King!’ for the Bruce dynasty. In fact it would be two-and-a-half years before David was crowned and anointed as king. By then most Scots would know that the realm was on the brink of renewed war against that predicted foe.
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TWO



Kings’ Row: National and Civil War Anew, 1329–41




‘It wes to Scotland a gud chance


That thai made thaim to werrey in France.


Andrew Wyntoun,


Orygynale Cronikil, c. 1400–201






The Guardianship of Thomas Randolph


The minority of Alexander III, who came to the throne aged just nine years in 1249, had been a tense decade, punctuated by squabbles between Scottish magnate factions for possession of the boy king and by fatherly(-in-law) interference from Henry III of England. The Scottish Guardianships appointed in the name of the Maid of Norway (1286–90), and between Wallace’s defeat at Falkirk in 1298 and English reconquest of Scotland in 1304, had also been marked by internal power struggles ultimately overshadowed by the dogged incursions of Edward I. The minorities of the Stewart kings of the fifteenth-century would precipitate further Scottish power struggles.2


Scotland without an adult king after June 1329, however, did not spiral swiftly into turmoil. At first glance the kingdom appears to have enjoyed a three-year interregnum of flat calm. This had much to do with the fact that Edward III remained under the influence of his French mother and her lover until October 1330 and would only enter his twenty-first year in 1332. Until then the peace would hold. But this seeming tranquillity was also anchored in the relatively strong domestic continuity and stability which Robert I had ensured his government would retain beyond his life, despite doubts about the 1328 treaty. In Thomas Randolph, earl of Moray, the Scots had a respected senior statesman and fearsome general – a past envoy to the papal Curia, Paris and London and a campaign victor from Bannockburn to Old Bylands – a man earmarked for the post of Guardian since 1315. For later chroniclers Randolph could be pedestalled in this office as a shining example to any Scottish king in the maintenance of order: Fordun’s contemporary source for the period wrote that ‘he ruled the kingdom and executed justice so devotedly and even-handedly that we do not read of anyone surpassing him in this direction from the first establishment of the law’. As we have seen, according to Barbour, writing about 1371–5, Robert I’s death provoked crazed grief and dread of the future in even the bravest Scottish knights. Yet according to chroniclers closer in time it would be Thomas Randolph’s death which was bemoaned as the moment disaster really befell Scotland for a second time.3


The endurance of Bruce government in the years immediately after Robert’s passing did not depend solely on Randolph’s attention to new laws such as those which protected the property of travellers and farmers from brigands and thieves. The royal government of 1329–32 remained largely King Robert’s. Adam Murray, bishop of Brechin (an illegitimate son of the Ramsays, a kindred who would be prominent in David II’s service), continued as Chancellor until 1335. This cleric had helped Randolph conclude the treaty of Corbeil with France in 1326 as well as serving as an envoy to the pope in Avignon for the then excommunicated Robert I who had ensured his nomination to his diocese in 1328. Another churchman, Robert of Peebles, served as Chamberlain from 1327 until his death in November 1329: he was succeeded by a deputy, layman Reginald More. But as before 1329 it was to be Scotland’s churchmen who provided much of the administrative and diplomatic backbone for the survival of the independent kingdom over the next twenty years.4


The few extant records of the Scottish estates and exchequer from this period suggest the existence of an efficient working bureaucracy. Councils or parliaments and fiscal audits were held annually. Large monetary contributions from the sheriffs (with incumbents remaining unchanged) as well as the bishoprics and royal burghs were collected promptly by midsummer 1331. This allowed for the complete payment, on time, of the £20,000 damages owed to England as a condition of the 1328 peace. Only eleven acts issued either in the name of David ‘Rex Scottorum’ or of Randolph as Guardian survive until the latter’s death, in his mid-fifties, in July 1332. But they confirm the strong continuity in government personnel. Among their witnesses were Sir Alexander Fraser, King Robert’s uncle by marriage and a former Chamberlain; Robert Lauder of the Bass, justiciar of Lothian; Hay the Constable; Keith the Marischal, who had also helped secure the French alliance; John Campbell, earl of Atholl; Murdoch, earl of Menteith; Patrick Dunbar, earl of March; Donald, earl of Mar, King Robert’s nephew and former ward; Sir Alexander Seton, steward to David Bruce; and such household knights as James Fraser and William Muschet (whom Robert I had given the Perthshire thanage of Auchterarder).5


Alexander Seton was aided in his royal household duties by similar men – David Barclay of Brechin, Robert Bruce of Liddesdale and Malcolm Fleming of Cumbernauld. It is unclear whether David travelled the country, in the company of the Guardian, or whether he remained at Turnberry Castle or within a particular royal residence in the east or west. About 1330, the saddles, hat and spurs bought for the child king – and the transfer of his stud of horses from ‘the north’ to Berwick – suggest that David often followed Randolph. David was also to be found briefly at Cardross just after his father’s death: in 1330 he spent his sixth birthday (5 March) at his halfcousin’s holding of Clackmannan on Forth. But it is Fleming, the keeper of Dumbarton Castle, who seems to have played the key role as surrogate parent to the child king in the 1330s, being described by later writers as David’s ‘foster-father’. It is likely that Robert Bruce had continued his family’s tradition of fostering offspring to allied west-coast families: this may have given David, like his father, some facility in Gaelic. Nonetheless, David may also have spent much of his early childhood and schooling in the company of his two sisters, Mary and Margaret, as well as various magnate children like Robert Steward (who was, though, eight years older), the Guardian’s sons, Thomas and John Randolph, several Douglas children, Edward Bruce’s bastards, Alexander and Thomas, and perhaps also Thomas Stewart, son of the new earl of Angus.6


The next generation, then, clearly received a firm hand to guide their upbringing. David’s household before 1334 is also known to have included Dominican friars and a number of books purchased for him, as well as time for learning how to hunt and fight.7 But any training in life, arms and kingship which David may have received up to the increasingly impressionable age of ten must have imbued him with an awareness of the need for an equally firm hand in ruling his kingdom.


There is some evidence of tension within the Scottish political community in the first few years after Robert I’s death. Randolph may have had to act to check the autonomy of some of the first Bruce king’s regional allies. In Galloway the Guardian had to head off a band allegedly set on his own assassination: Randolph may have looked to his own sons and Alexander Bruce, now earl of Carrick, to pacify this region in the future. Continuing his role as justiciar north of Forth, Randolph also had to undertake summary justice assizes in Inverness-shire where he is reported to have hanged some fifty wrongdoers from the walls of Eilean Donan castle in Wester Ross. This may have had some bearing upon an escalating feud there between Hugh, earl of Ross – heavily rewarded by King Robert in Cromarty, Ross and Buchan – and John Mackenzie of Kintail, who had led Highland forces at Bannockburn. The heirs of Randolph and Ross would clash over control of land and the law in the north later in the decade.8


But there were not merely teething problems with the crown’s outlying provinces. Randolph may also have faced troubled relations with Robert I’s other lieutenants. Friction between Randolph’s second son, John, and the slightly senior royal heir presumptive, Robert Steward – by 1331 a youth of fifteen – would certainly break out after 1334. This may have stemmed not only from the natural rivalry between the young sons of great magnates and from their competition at that time for control of men and resources in the wake of Edward Balliol’s and England’s invasion of Scotland in 1332–3; it may also have sprung from Thomas Randolph senior’s attitude to the Stewart succession. Randolph may have been reluctant to concede to the Stewarts any additional land or influence at a time when Duncan, earl of Fife, had probably resumed relations with his English wife, Maria de Monthermer, a granddaughter of Edward I. Male children from this match would have negated any chance that Robert Steward would be assigned the earldom of Fife by the crown under the terms of King Robert’s 1315 pardon of earl Duncan: a daughter, Isabella of Fife, may have been born (at the latest) about 1329–32.9


In addition, any favour Randolph showed towards Alexander Bruce, earl of Carrick, despite his illegitimacy as an heir of Edward Bruce, may also have given the Stewarts cause for concern about their right of succession to the throne. Intriguingly, both Fordun’s source and Bower later reported that in 1344, a man claiming to be Alexander – who would actually perish in battle against Anglo-Balliol forces in 1333 – appeared in Scotland to retrieve his lands. This pretender so upset David II and the Steward that he was executed, without fair hearing according to some. But it was the Steward who had more to fear from a Bruce alternative heir or even gossip about such a figure. Through Scottish chronicles assembled after the Steward’s accession as king in 1371, there seems to have been a campaign to blacken Alexander Bruce’s name. Wyntoun’s anonymous source for the reign asserts that Alexander and the men of Carrick joined Balliol and the Strathbogie claimant to Atholl (Alexander Bruce’s uncle) in 1332, only to be re-captured by Randolph’s second son, John, third earl of Moray; Bower would later add that Alexander received a regrant of the lordship of Galloway from Balliol; a later sixteenth-century continuator would further insist that Alexander was in fact captured and executed by John Randolph.10 This smear campaign may have reflected Robert Steward’s fears about the consequences of his own actions in the 1330s and doubts about his family’s right of inheritance of the throne.


These tensions may only have been beginning to bubble away in the background before 1334. But as Guardian, Thomas Randloph may also have narrowly avoided open disagreement with that other pillar of the Bruce party, the ‘Good’ Sir James Douglas, because that flower of chivalry was obliged to leave the country. King Robert’s dying wishes were carried out to the letter. While his body was interred at Dunfermline Abbey where an ornately decorated tomb of French marble had been begun, his heart was removed, embalmed and placed in a silver casket. In September 1329 Douglas secured a seven-year safe-conduct from Edward III’s government to allow him to take Robert’s heart through England and across to the continent en route for the Holy Land. Douglas was well received by the royal court in London on his way south in late 1329, cementing the good relations with England which had been re-opened when he recovered his family’s English lands in May of that year.11


That Douglas was prepared to leave Scotland at this time and spend vast sums on projecting his image as guardian of the blood-red Bruce heart speaks not only to his sense of duty but also to considerable confidence on his part about the peace, the Bruce kingship and agreements about mutual restoration of the Disinherited. Landing at Bruges, Douglas entertained some of the cream of European chivalry aboard his ship in royal style before becoming embroiled in the Spanish crown’s own crusade against the Saracens. Foiled in his ultimate goal, Douglas nonetheless met a glorious if premature death in battle on 25 August 1330 alongside his companions Sir Robert Menzies, William Sinclair, two Logan esquires and Sir Simon Lockhart of the Lee. Only Sir William Keith, brother of the Marischal, seems to have survived from this armed Scottish pilgrimage, returning home with Douglas’s corpse: Bruce’s heart was graciously returned by the Saracens and interred at Melrose, presumably within Randolph’s lifetime.12


So it was not until December 1330, four months after Douglas’s death, that Edward III began to complain openly by letter that David II’s regency regime had failed to restore the lands of any of the Disinherited in England other than Henry Percy ‘in accordance with the terms of the treaty’ of Edinburgh-Northampton. Thus it is likely that Randolph – whose new regality was made up predominantly of forfeited Comyn lands – was proving even more unco-operative than Robert I, more so after the demise of Douglas who had had his lands in England restored before his departure. In August 1331, indeed, English watchers on the border complained that Randolph and his ally, William Douglas of Lothian (a distant cousin of the ‘Good’ Sir James), ‘do as they please in regard of the redress of offences’ in breach of the peace. The Northumberland abbey of Holm Cultram – confirmed in its Scottish lands in Lothian and the borders by Robert I as early as 1321 – likewise complained in January 1331 of ‘forays’ against their northern lands by the Scots, despite the presence there of the tomb of King Robert’s own father.13


Such activity suggests that at least a small section of the Scottish community hankered for a return to the profitable days of open border warfare. Douglas of Lothian would certainly make his fame and fortune in war against England in the later 1330s: he clearly coveted the border lands and potent military lordship of his famous cousin. On 21 March 1331 while at Berwick, the Guardian seemed to countenance William Douglas’s actions with a royal grant of Peeblesshire lands.14 For Randolph, though, it was perhaps more a case of being prepared to stand behind indignant claims of breaches of the peace on the borders and infringements of jurisdiction as a way of avoiding the really thorny issue of restoring Disinherited magnate and church lands out of his own and other lords’ new patrimony. March days were named for spring 1331 at Berwick for discussion of the cases of individual Disinherited lords in this matter. But nothing came of such talks and in September 1331 Randolph, in support of Patrick Dunbar, earl of March, even went as far as to dispatch Robert Lauder as justiciar of Lothian to summon the bishop of Durham to a Scottish parliament at Scone to hear his claim to the Berwickshire lands of Upsetlington.15


However, despite these crisp exchanges – and behind such continued pleasantries as Edward III allowing his brother-in-law’s court to buy four hundred quarters of wheat and malt at Lincoln market in April 1331 to make up for another harsh Scottish winter – the young English king may have had a much wider agenda from the beginning. On 16 October 1330, three days before his arrest of Roger Mortimer, Edward III issued a safe-conduct to cross the Channel to England for Edward Balliol and his retinue. Much of the vengeful English king’s thinking was directed by the intermediary offices and wealth of Sir Henry Beaumont. As well as aiding the young king’s assertion of his independence from his mother’s party, it was Beaumont and David (II) Strathbogie, the forfeited earl of Atholl (whose aunt Edward Bruce had wronged in siring Alexander Bruce) who travelled to Balliol in Picardy in the summer of 1331 and finally persuaded him to commit to their enterprise.16 This activity behind the scenes makes it likely that Edward III’s continued letters – right up until August 1332 – to King David, Randolph and such other Scots as James Ben, the new bishop of St Andrews, and the bishops of Glasgow and Dunkeld, Donald, earl of Mar, Malise, earl of Strathearn, Duncan, earl of Fife and Patrick, earl of March, demanding the restoration of the lands in Scotland of Beaumont and Strathbogie and others, was merely legalistic posturing. From the first, Edward III was in search of an excuse and opportunity to smash the shameful peace of 1328 and reconquer Scotland.


Yet in sending his appeals – and perhaps other more secret communications – to some of these substantial Scots, King Edward was pitching to a receptive audience. The earls of Fife, March and Strathearn all had English or Comyn connections and could claim to have been pardoned but not favoured by Robert I after the events of 1314 forced them, like many other Scottish nobles and prelates, to comply with Bruce policy on many public occasions while their regional influence was eroded by crown men: all three would indeed defect to Balliol in Scotland in 1332–3.17 Moreover, on 15 October 1331, Donald, earl of Mar, who had been loyal to Edward II after living in England until 1327, was granted passage south with a dozen unnamed followers, giving him a chance to visit both the English king and Balliol, who by winter of that year was installed on Beaumont’s Yorkshire lands. A contemporary English chronicle claimed that in 1331:




[Mar] herde telle how that Sir Edward [Balliol] was comen into Engeland, and come to him, and made with him grete joye of his commyng agayne, and saide to him, and bihight that alle grete lordes of Scotland shulde bene to him entendant, and holde for him as Kyng, as right heir of Scotland, and so miche thai wolde done, that he shulde be crounede Kyng of that lands, and to him ded feaute and Homage . . .18





This could be later propaganda justification for English military aggression. But Mar – like these other earls of ancient stock and many lesser Scots – may have looked to Balliol as a likely source of renewed lordship now able to legally claim the right to displace the partisan Bruce dynasty which besides would be unable to make many fresh land grants until David reached adulthood. More immediately, if Mar did approach Balliol in 1331 with an offer of the crown, he may have been encouraged to do so by early signs of terminal illness in Randolph and by one other glaring fact: David had not yet been crowned as king.


There may be a reasonable explanation for this long delay. The Scots may simply have been waiting for details from the papacy of just how a king should be crowned and anointed: it was a far more formal ceremony than the traditional inaugural placing of Scotland’s new kings on the Stone of Scone followed by a blessing and recitation of oaths and genealogy. Or the Scots may have been waiting until David was of a reasonable age (seven years old) as well as secure in health so as to repeat the required oaths of the ceremony in person: English chroniclers would make much of David’s infancy by claiming he soiled the inaugural altar.19 Or the Scots may have been awaiting the results of tricky horse-trading for the delayed return of the Stone of Destiny of Scone from Westminster: the restoration of the stone – refused by angry parishioners of Westminster in 1328 – may have been expected after the Scots’ payment of the last of the reparations instalments in midsummer 1331. Randolph certainly expected receipt of England’s final documentary acknowledgement of full peace and Scottish independence after the Scots’ final payment. Indeed, the Scottish political community may have viewed the fulfilment of its treaty obligations – agreed in parliament at Holyrood in March 1328 – as so important as to warrant the postponement of the new king’s installation and then to insist this ceremony take place in another full parliament.20 Besides, in theory at least, the delay was not unique: the Maid of Norway would have been inaugurated some four years after the death of her grandfather had she survived the journey to Scotland in 1290.


However, David’s presence in Scotland and his father’s hurriedly improvised inauguration in 1306 – taking the crown without the stone or the attendance of the earl of Fife – make rational excuses for such a long delay after 1329 seem questionable. It is surely possible that there was sufficient doubt and dissent in Scotland, even among strong Bruce supporters from the 1320s in the royal government, as to the desirability of another infant monarch. It is likely that the earls of Fife and Strathearn had refused to participate in any coronation. Better then, in the light of painful experience within living memory, to avoid further civil or national war by holding off from crowning the infant David and leaving the door open to invite the adult Edward Balliol back as king on good terms – perhaps even setting the condition of Balliol’s confirmation of much of the Bruce land resettlement? Thus only when it became apparent – either through Mar’s embassy in late 1331 or through earlier intelligence – that Balliol was hand-in-glove with the Disnherited and Edward III, intent on smashing that landed resettlement and the 1328 peace, did a majority of Scots finally decide to commit themselves to the present regime and to crown David.


A full parliament was called by Randolph for November 1331 to be held at Scone: indeed Mar’s trip to test the waters with Balliol may have been prompted by summonses issued in late September.21 But on Sunday 24th November – a week before the feast of St Andrew and Advent but, really, two years and five months late – James Ben, bishop of St Andrews, another of the negotiators of the 1326 alliance with France, placed new child-sized coronets and holy oil on the heads of David and his queen, Joan, as they both sat enrobed in cloth of gold. According to Bower, the previous day David had been knighted – presumably by the Guardian – alongside Thomas Randolph (junior), Thomas Stewart, the minor earl of Angus, and ‘many other’ nobles. Duncan of Fife and Malise of Strathearn do not seem to have fulfilled their traditional ceremonial roles. Presumably, though, these men did perform homage and fealty to their lord alongside all other freeholders and tenants-in-chief. Festivities were then uncorked with minstrels and feasting.22


It was undoubtedly a majestic affair. But it may not have done enough to alleviate widespread doubts in Scotland about the stability of the Bruce succession. When combined with Stewart fears about the legitimacy of their guarantees of inheritance from the Bruces, this may explain why Archdeacon John Barbour later felt the need to obliterate the memory of this long delay in crowning the new king: in fact, the author of The Bruce asserts that this ceremony took place in 1326 at the same time as the issue of the last parliamentary Act of Succession and the ratification of the Franco-Scottish alliance, shortly after David’s wedding to Joan of the Tower as part of the peace (which actually occurred in 1328), all within King Robert’s lifetime.23


But in late 1331, it is unlikely that Randolph – even though he was now surely aware of Edward Balliol’s presence – used this coronation parliament to raise funds and issue summons for hosting against expected invasion from England. Indeed, the occasion seems to have been used instead to make a public declaration of the crown’s fulfilment of its English reparations debts: the costs of a lavish coronation could now be met. But the contemporary English knight and author of the Scalacronica, Sir Thomas Gray – who would be captured by the Scots in 1355 – relates with some charm Edward III’s presentation to the Scots of the demands of the Disinherited in the first half of summer 1332 whilst he was fully aware that Balliol and Beaumont were poised to take their assembled private army into Scotland. Randolph, similarly aware of the threat, is said to have brushed aside the matter and urged King Edward to ‘allow them to take their measures and let the ball roll’.24 Some weeks before this surely over-dramatised exchange was said to have taken place, Randolph had mobilised southern Scotland and taken up residence at Musselburgh just to the east of Edinburgh. Thus far the Scots had been led by a steady hand. As a general, justiciar, feudal lord and dynast, the Guardian would have had enormous formative influence upon David Bruce as he entered adolescence. But by 20 July 1332, before battle could be joined, Randolph was dead, probably from a cancer.
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