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Preface


In October 1322, on a ridge in Yorkshire, two kings of adjacent areas of Britain faced each other to do battle. It would be the second time the two had met. On the first occasion, one had inflicted on the other the most disastrous defeat suffered by the loser’s kingdom for two-and-a-half centuries; the result of the second encounter would be the same. The difference was that on the second occasion the humiliation suffered by the loser would be one step towards an appallingly brutal and sadistic death in Berkeley Castle; for the other, it would be perhaps the apogee of his kingship and skill as a military commander. This is the story of the battle of Byland.


Unlike the battle of Bannockburn, which (despite the remarks of some of the more cynical historians) in effect ensured Scottish independence, the battle of Byland is unknown even to many of the scholars of the fourteenth century. It had, however, as much treachery, anger and violence as any combat of the age, and allowed the victor, Robert the Bruce, to show skill and daring the like of which can only be compared to the heroism shown by King Harold in 1066, and which would lead to the loser, Edward II, being described by his own people as chicken-hearted and luckless.


The story begins, as most good thrillers do, on a dark night, in a place where the stormy seas lashed the seashore, when all respectable people were in bed. It begins in Scotland in 1289…




Introduction


So utterly vile was the weather in Scotland on the night of i8 March 1286, according to the Lanercost chronicler, that most citizens stayed in their houses. In Edinburgh, King Alexander III of the Scots was attending a meeting of his council. There was a rumour that soon it would be Judgement Day, and that the world would end. Alexander, like most kings, paid very little attention to such absurd ideas, and sent a platter of food to one of his earls, telling him to be merry, as the day of judgement was at hand. The earl replied in the same spirit that if it were, they would meet it with full bellies.


The council appeared to end on this jolly note, and the king took it upon himself to leave the city and cross the Firth of Forth, the stretch of sea to the north of Edinburgh, and visit his wife. He had married Yolande de Dreux only recently and, most inconveniently, she was lodged at Kinghorn, on a rather remote stretch of the Fife coastline, separated from her lord and master by a stormy sea and three miles of rough tracks.


His council tried to stop him on this errand, since the waters of the Forth were stormy, and the road to the house where the queen of the Scots lodged was dangerous (as any road would be on a pitch-black and stormy night). The king, however, overruled his council, deciding to cross over the Forth and perform his conjugal duties, the main duty of a king in the fourteenth century, of course, being to beget healthy and strong heirs.


At the water’s edge, the ferryman urged him to turn back, saying these nocturnal duties would be the death of him. Alexander, with the kingly knack of shaming his subjects into doing his bidding, overruled advice for the second time and set out to visit his queen, who, judging by the risks he was running, must have been a most delectable morsel indeed. On reaching the north shore of the Forth, in the ancient earldom of Fife, the king set out on horseback to Kinghorn. Given the darkness of the night, and the near gale-force winds now raging, it is not surprising that he soon became separated from his guides. It is even less surprising that on the following morning the king’s body was found at the bottom of the cliffs: he had plunged to his death in the night.


This moment of lust and impatience would lead to a series of wars which would go on intermittently for over three centuries, and would only end when the two kingdoms of England and Scotland were united in 1603 by that most unappealing and incompetent creature, James I of England.
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Scotland: People of


Ireland?


The battle of Byland, like all battles, has its antecedents in the history of the armies that fought it. About 500 years after the birth of Christ, Scotland was inhabited by a people described generically as Picts. They left little behind them to tell us of what they were really like, except impressive stone towers and tombs, indecipherable symbols they carved onto stone pillars, and a reputation for savagery and for painting themselves in blue paint.


In about the year AD 560, a group of invaders from Ireland left their home, believed to have been in the county of Armagh, and sailed the short distance east, landing on the west coast of Scotland in modern-day Argyll. Their leader was called Fergus Mac Erc, and they brought with them very little to differentiate them from the Picts (both being Celtic peoples) except for a piece of baggage called the Lia Fiall, or the Stone of Destiny. This was supposed to be the stone on which the ancient prophet Jacob had slept, which had been transported to Scotland in the travels of the Scots via Spain and Ireland.


The Scots and the Picts seem to have lived together in perfect equanimity, an equanimity that was only temporarily interrupted when the Christians made their appearance in Alba (as the ancient kingdom of Scotland was known). The man who converted the Picts and the Scots to Christianity was Columba, an Irish prince who had to make, it appears, a fairly hurried exit from Ireland in about AD 563. By the time of his death in AD 597, the whole of the land had become Christian (according to later historians), and the Isle of Iona on the west coast of Scotland had become the official burial place of the king of the Scots.


We now come to a rather strange occurrence in the history of Scotland. It is known that in AD 843 the king of the Scots, Kenneth Mcalpin, became king of the Picts, most likely through being elected by the Mormaors of Scotland. These men were the great officers of the various areas of the lands of the Picts, who would later be called the Earls of Scotland. They were the Lords of Fife (in later days considered to be the premier area of Scotland), Stratherarn, Angus, Mar, Moray, Ross and Caithness.


Why Kenneth was elected to be the overlord of his Pictish neighbours is something of a mystery. Some have pointed out that at about this time Scotland, like the rest of Christendom, began to be bitterly affected by increasing raids from the Vikings, who were now becoming the terror of the west. Kenneth was a successful warrior, and a good warrior was needed at the helm, especially as the Vikings killed at least two Pictish kings at this time. Suffice to say, Kenneth became king of the Scots and appeared to rule well (which in those days meant being successful in battle), and the line of kings of Scotland would now be called Macalpin for generations.


The next few hundred years followed the pattern of most Christian kingdoms on the continent – in other words, a tale of slaughter and bloodshed as the various kings and Mormaors fought with each other, and sometimes with the Vikings.


It should be pointed out that the orbit of the kingdom was almost entirely to the north of the Firth of Forth, which until well into the thirteenth century was called the Scottish Sea. The land south of the Forth, though originally inhabited by Picts, was now inhabited by a tribe of the Angles who, with their cousins the Jutes and Saxons, had invaded the British mainland in the fifth century. It was these people who would be the most dangerous foes the Scots would ever encounter, and who would to all intents and purposes overwhelm them. As the Picts had rallied under Kenneth Mcalpin, so the peoples of the south rallied under Alfred the Great, the king of Wessex, perhaps the greatest ruler these isles have ever known. By defeating the invading Vikings, and expanding his kingdom to the north, Alfred’s line not only became kings of Wessex, but kings of England.


As Alfred had started the West-Saxon kingdom, the most southerly of the British kingdoms, on its march to greatness, his heirs began to absorb the kingdoms to the north, which had ominous implications for the Scots. Alfred’s grandson, Athelstan the Magnificent, showed the power of the Saxons by leading a huge raid into the heartland of the Scots in AD 934.


Alarmed at this humiliation, the king of the Scots, Constantine III, raised a huge coalition of Scotsmen, northern Britons and pirates called in for the plunder, and marched down to smash this threat to the independence of the north. At a place called Brunanburgh, most likely near Sheffield, his army was routed by Athelstan in the greatest victory in the history of the old Anglo-Saxons. Constantine wisely rejected any further ideas about attacking his southern neighbours, and for the next few decades relative peace reigned over the border between the Scots and the Anglo-Saxons. It must once again be noted that ‘Scotland’, in this context, refers to the area above the line of the Forth, the area between the Forth and the Tweed being a sort of no-man’s-land ruled by whichever sword-wielding thug happened to be top of the heap at that time. The history of this area, together with the whole of the islands of Britain, would be changed in the year 1066.


The ruler of the kingdom of the Scots at this time was a noticeably vile individual by the name of Malcolm Canmore, famous mostly for being the king in Shakespeare who overthrew the tyrant Macbeth and brought an age of peace and prosperity to the lands of the north. It is now generally recognised that Macbeth was regarded as a humane and intelligent man, under whose reign Scotland reached a peak of prosperity never before seen. It is also recognised that Malcolm was, even by the standards of the time, a vicious and savage boor whose reputation as a noble king was invented almost at the command of James I of England.


Malcolm may have been visited in this year by the former Earl of Northumbria, Tostig, who had been exiled from his lands as a result of his savage quelling of the laws of the Northumbrians. Enraged at this treatment, he sailed to Norway to enlist the help of Harold of Norway, the most famous psychopath of the age, to regain his lands. If he did so, any advice or help he may have received from Malcolm was in vain, since at Stamford Bridge Harold and Tostig were surprised by Tostig’s brother, Harold of England, in perhaps the greatest military manoeuvre in the history of the Saxon kingdom, and were slaughtered together with most of their men.


This victory was to prove a bitterly short triumph for the heroic Harold, since almost at the same time as he was fighting his treacherous brother, William, Duke of the Normans (who, with Henry V, was one of the most sadistic and evil men ever to rule England) landed unopposed in the south of England. Harold, over-confident as a result of his earlier victory, hurried south to meet William. At the bloody field at Senlac, Harold of England, facing an enemy which outnumbered him and a man who was a much more subtle general than Hardrada, died, fighting for his kingdom with his housecarles around him. With his death, a new and more ruthless method of administration would enter Britain: the feudal system. It would eventually affect not only England, but also Scotland.


Malcolm’s initial response to this change of affairs in the south was to launch a series of vicious invasions of Northumbria, which only ended in 1072 when William, having slaughtered a large part of the Saxon population of England, swept north to invade Scotland by both land and sea. Malcolm, who added realism to his savagery, realised that he was between a rock and a hard place, and placated William at the River Tay by agreeing to become his vassal. William, having more important things to do than slaughter some savages to the north of his kingdom, went home; Malcolm promptly forgot about the oath, and continued raiding Northumbria.


At almost the same time as William marched to Scotland, a ship sailing away from England was washed up on the coast of Northumbria. This ship had a very interesting cargo: the sons and daughters of the old royal house of Wessex, now fleeing, as a large part of the English people were, from the savagery of William of Normandy. One of them, the half-Hungarian Margaret, appears to have overwhelmed Malcolm by her beauty and strength of character. She was sent back to Scotland as a semi-prisoner; Malcolm, after taking the precaution of poisoning his current wife, married Margaret, with dire results for the future of the Scots.
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The Margaretsons and the


Coming of the Saxons


The reign of Malcolm Canmore is so closely linked to his marriage with Margaret, the half-Hungarian Saxon princess he married in such ambiguous circumstances, that their children have been known by historians as the Margaretsons ever since.


This matronymic is a symbol of how Margaret would change the way Scotland was ruled and administered. Shaking off whatever feelings she had about her enforced incarceration, she proceeded to take a hand in the running of the kingdom of the Scots in a way that no other woman had done before. In true medieval fashion, she encouraged trade and manufacture. She was also, it seems, very generous to the poor and tried to improve the conditions of the serfs and peasants. The serf population had increased fairly drastically in the years of Malcolm’s reign, since (in complete violation of his oath to William) Malcolm kept raiding Northumbria, with the result that the slaves and refugees unexpectedly brought to the northlands were so numerous that the English language began to dominate the area between the Forth and the Tweed, eventually wiping out the Gaelic tongue in that area.


As well as indulging in these all-too-praiseworthy acts, Margaret, in a movement which may have been more a reaction to her unhappy family life than a true vocation, tried, with a great deal of success, to reform the old Celtic Church. She objected to many of its practices: its habit of holding open-air services; the way the Celtic priests shaved their hair on the forehead and not on the crown; the fact that the Celtic priests wore only homespun habits and not the beautiful vestments favoured by the Catholic clergy. Margaret’s sense of order must also have been offended by the fact that there did not seem to be any form of order in the ecclesiastical ranks of the old Church.


Margaret went ahead with her reforms, building stone churches (which of course were then tenanted by Romish priests) and changing the way Easter was celebrated in Scotland. The fact that she succeeded in most of what she set out to do was due in no small part to the fact that, as queen of the Scots, wife of a man who would not hesitate to murder to get his own way, her suggestions had some force behind them. She must have had some emotional hold over her savage husband, as evidenced by the fact that her sons were all given distinctly un-Gaelic names. In chronological order, they were called Edward, Ethelred, Edmund, Edgar, Alexander and David. The three sons of Malcolm’s first marriage had been efficiently dealt with: the eldest, Duncan, was held as a hostage at the court of Malcolm’s fellow savage, William the Conqueror, and the other two were sent into exile in the highland wastes of the north.


Punishment for the cruelties he had inflicted on the earldom of Northumbria visited Malcolm with a vengeance in 1093. Raiding the March, he was killed in an ambush near Alnmouth. To make things worse for the Scots, and for Margaret personally, her eldest son Edward was also badly wounded in the raid, and died on the way home to Scotland, at Jedburgh.


This double blow of family tragedy shattered Margaret, who, according to some accounts, was suffering a crisis of conscience about her treatment of the old Church of Columba. She had been quietly starving herself for a long time, and going on exhausting penances in order to show her piety. On the news of her husband’s and son’s deaths, she herself died, a broken woman, in St Margaret’s Chapel in Edinburgh.


It was probably a good thing that Margaret died when she did. Donald Ban, the brother of Malcolm, who had spent his life in the northern fastness, came south and, with the agreement of the Mormaors of the realm (for convenience’s sake we shall now call them earls), was elected king. The sons and daughters of Margaret (apart from Edmund, now a priest in a Roman Catholic monastery, and Ethelred, who to his mother’s consternation had gone native, become a priest of the Celtic Church, and actually changed his name to the rather less euphonious Eth) fled to the court of William I’s son, the roistering rogue William Rufus. Rufus, eager to show that he was his father’s son, almost immediately placed the halfforgotten Duncan, much-abused son of Malcolm IV’s first wife, at the head of an army and sent him to overthrow the Gaelic troublemaker.


Duncan appears to have defeated his uncle with surprising ease. In a gesture of goodwill, which just goes to show that good men do not usually finish first, he sent home his English army (in reality a Norman/Saxon army) to show he could rule without them, trusting in the love of his long-lost Scottish subjects. Donald Ban was soon back on the throne, after Duncan’s inevitable murder at Mondynes, in the Mearns.


The reign of this last true Celtic king was a short one: in 1097, Rufus, free from fighting in Normandy, sent another army to Scotland which, under the command of Edgar, the fourth Margaretson, overthrew Donald. Edgar was not going to make the same mistake as his brother. Having captured Donald Ban, he ordered his eyes to be put out. To add insult to injury, he then had his wretched uncle work as a scullion in the royal kitchens.
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