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CHAPTER ONE
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Bruce, Wallace, Balliol and Comyn: Heroes and Villains in Scottish Tradition


The century of Scottish history culminating in the battle of Bannockburn (1314) was a dramatic one. The period – and especially the years 1290 to 1314 – produced heroes and villains now long established in Scottish tradition and legend. The names of Robert Bruce and William Wallace have emerged in this tradition as heroes and champions of Scotland in a time of need. William Wallace is seen as the first popular leader of Scottish nationalism, the tragic conclusion to his patriotic resistance making him also a martyr for that cause. Robert Bruce is viewed as Scotland’s saviour following his dramatic seizure of the Scottish kingship and successful resistance to English imperialism. The names of Wallace and Bruce have captured popular imagination and hold a unique place in Scottish history. By contrast, the name of John Balliol has entered Scottish consciousness as ‘Toom Tabard’,1 a Scottish king who abjectly surrendered his kingdom to Edward I in 1296. Similarly, the name of Comyn has long been associated in Scottish tradition with treachery – the family being involved in the infamous kidnapping of young Alexander III in 1257 and treachery against both Scottish heroes, Wallace at the battle of Falkirk in 1298 and Bruce in 1306.


The foundation for these traditions was firmly laid by Scottish writers of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. John of Fordun2 wrote The Chronicle of the Scots Nation in the 1380s and this work has formed the main strand in the standard narrative account of Scottish medieval history. Fordun is increasingly acknowledged as an invaluable source of information for the century before Bannockburn because of his use of original thirteenth-century material not found elsewhere. His reporting of facts may be reliable but it should be emphasised that his information was set in a framework strictly governed by his chief themes: the growth of the Scottish nation, the need to keep it independent and the importance of monarchy in attaining these two objectives. Events were carefully selected – the extension and definition of the Scottish kingdom, the suppression of revolts and the fight against England for independence. The minority of Alexander III, 1249–1260, was used by Fordun to demonstrate the importance of having a king. The death of Alexander III was lamented all the more because the absence of strong kingship led to ‘the evils of after times’.3


Fordun’s framework was followed by Walter Bower,4 abbot of Inchcolm (writing c.1440) and Andrew of Wyntoun,5 prior of Lochleven (writing c.1420). The emphasis of all three on patriotism, the cause of Scottish independence and hostility to the tyranny of England is hardly surprising given the political instability of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries.6 After Robert I’s death in 1329, Scotland suffered from another minority period as well as civil war; Edward III’s support of Edward Balliol’s attempt to gain the Scottish crown was a strong reminder of Edward I’s earlier interference; Scottish government was further weakened following David II’s capture by the English at Neville’s Cross (1346) and his subsequent long captivity. Bower’s elaboration of Fordun’s work took place against the background of further political instability in Scotland, the country being once again divided following the murder of James I and another minority period.


Despite the sound reputations of Fordun and Bower as historians, fourteenth- and fifteenth-century anxieties and preoccupations naturally affected their interpretations of Scottish history in the century before Bannockburn. The century was viewed in a strongly monarchocentric way. Fordun in hindsight boosted the image of Alexander III and laid the foundation for the myth of the ‘Golden Age’ of Alexander III. His reign was used to create an ideal for the kind of kingship to be aimed at, a strong independent Scotland. The heartfelt laments on the death of Alexander III in Fordun, Bower and Wyntoun emphasise the point:




O Scotland, truly unhappy, when bereft of so great a leader and pilot.7


… at all times after the king had reached the age of discretion, his subjects lived in constant tranquillity and peace, and in agreeable and secure freedom.8


Scotland, how sweet it is to remember your glory while your king was alive.9





The role of the nobility in the century before Bannockburn was inevitably viewed by Fordun, Bower and Wyntoun from their monarchocentric standpoint. Emphasis was placed on the threat posed to the monarchy by the faction and lawlessness of the nobility and their role as over-mighty subjects. These factors were particularly stressed in the minority of Alexander III and in the period after Alexander III’s death as they laid Scotland open to interference from England. In this context, the roles of Bruce, Wallace, Balliol and Comyn were judged and heroes and villains created. Thus Robert Bruce became the hero of the entire narratives of both Fordun and Bower as he restored the ideals of kingship embodied in the ‘Golden Age’ of Alexander III. William Wallace was portrayed as a champion of Scottish nationalism resisting English imperialism. The reputations of Robert Bruce and William Wallace were further enhanced by works specifically dedicated to them. The poem, The Bruce, written in 1375 by John Barbour,10 archdeacon of Aberdeen, was a very full account of Robert Bruce’s life, written in the form of an epic with Bruce as the chivalric hero. The vernacular poem, The Wallace,11 written in the 1470s by Henry the Minstrel, better known as ‘Blind Hary’, fulfilled a similar purpose for William Wallace.


By contrast the Comyns were usually portrayed as overmighty subjects posing a threat to the Scottish kingdom and Alexander III’s kingship. As rivals to both Robert Bruce and William Wallace, the Comyns were also seen as endangering the achievements of both heroes. John Balliol was also judged as a rival to Bruce and condemned as a weak, ineffectual leader opening Scotland to English hegemony.


That propaganda was an important concern of Fordun, Bower, Wyntoun, Barbour and ‘Blind Hary’ can be detected in their descriptions of their heroes and villains. Adulation of Wallace first occurred in Fordun:




From that time there flocked to him all who were in bitterness of spirit and were weighed down beneath the burden of bondage under the unbearable domination of English despotism, and he became their leader. He was wondrously brave and bold, of goodly mien, and boundless liberality … and by dint of his prowess, brought all the magnates of Scotland under his sway, whether they would or not.12





Bower added praise for Wallace:




… rightly striving until his death for faithfulness and his native land, a man who never submitted to the English.13





Perhaps the most memorable assessment of Wallace was given by Andrew Wyntoun:




In all England there was not then


As William Wallace so true a man


Whatever he did against their nation


They made him ample provocation


Nor to them sworn never was he


To fellowship, faith or loyalty.14





This viewpoint received elaboration from ‘Blind Hary’ who seems to have added to Wallace’s achievements some of his own creation. The vilification of Wallace in English chronicles and songs15 where he is portrayed as ‘leader of these savages’, ‘a robber’ and ‘an unworthy man’, and Wallace’s savage death in London have served to heighten Wallace’s reputation in Scotland as a hero and a martyr.


Whereas Wallace was a hero in defeat, to fourteenth- and fifteenth-century Scottish writers, Robert Bruce was undoubtedly the hero of these narratives from Fordun onwards. Fordun’s attitude to Bruce is summed up in the following description:




… the English nation lorded it in all parts of the kingdom of Scotland ruthlessly harrying the Scots in sundry and manifold ways … But God in His mercy, as is the wont of His fatherly goodness, had compassion …; so He raised up a saviour and champion unto them – one of their own fellows to wit, named Robert Bruce. The man … putting forth his hand unto force, underwent the countless and unbearable toils of the heat of the day … for the sake of freeing his brethren.16





The tone was followed by Bower:




… whoever has learned to recount his individual conflicts and particular triumphs – the victories and battles in which with the help of the Lord, by his own strength and his energetic valour as a man, he forced his way through the ranks of the enemy without fear, now powerfully laying them low, now powerfully turning them aside as he avoided the penalty of death – he will find, I think, that he will judge none in the regions of the world to be his equals in his own times in the art of fighting and in physical strength.17





Bower himself acknowledged the role of John Barbour’s The Bruce in chronicling Bruce’s achievement in more detail ‘with eloquence and brilliance, and with elegance’.18 Indeed The Bruce, which is the most comprehensive life of any medieval king in the west, portrayed Robert Bruce as the hero of an epic poem.


The fourteenth- and fifteenth-century Scottish propagandists regarded the battle of Bannockburn as a fitting climax of a just, indeed a holy, war. Their narratives were heightened by frequent biblical references with the books of the Maccabees holding special relevance to Scotland in the late thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries.19 The plight of Scotland at the hands of English imperialism was easily compared to that of Israel threatened by its more powerful neighbour, Syria. Thus Walter Bower compared Wallace to Mattathias who initiated the revolt in Israel as dramatically as Wallace led the fight for Scotland’s liberty in 1297. Robert Bruce was seen as ‘another Maccabeus’, i.e. a great captain, by the author of the Declaration of Arbroath (1320).20


It is hardly surprising that the language used by fourteenth- and fifteenth-century Scottish chroniclers to describe the rivals or enemies of Bruce and Wallace is appropriate to their heightened views of their heroes. John Balliol, according to Fordun:




… did homage to Edward I, king of England, for the kingdom of Scotland, as he had before promised in his ear, submitting to thraldom unto him for ever.21





And




… upon the king of England coming to the aforesaid castle of Montrose, King John, stripped of his kingly ornaments, and holding a white wand in his hand, surrendered up, with staff and baton and resigned into the hands of the king of England all right which he himself had, or might have, to the kingdom of Scotland.22





Bower was more forthright, describing the Scottish kingdom as:




… abnormal in the time of this disastrous King John, and after his deposition, severely shaken and torn apart by very great instability and destruction for ten years on end.23





Bower details the abject nature of Balliol’s surrender in Balliol’s letter24 to the king of England in which Balliol apologised for having ‘grievously offended’ and admitted that Edward:




… as superior lord duly enfeoffed … could freely and of right undertake invasion and hostile suppression in this manner since we have denied his homage together with loyalty and fealty.





Again Andrew Wyntoun, perhaps more memorably, echoes Fordun and Bower:




This Johun the Balliol dispoyilyeide he


Off al his robis and royalte,


The pellour that tuk out his tabart,


Tuyme Tabart he was callit efftirwart


Amd all othir insignyis


That fel to kynge on ony wise,


Bathe septure suerde, crowne and rynge,


Fra this Johun, that he made Kynge,


Hallely fra hym, he tuk thar


And mad hym of his Kynrick bare.25





In Fordun and Bower, the criticisms of the Comyns as overmighty subjects start with the first Comyn government during Alexander III’s minority:




But these councillors were so many kings. For he who saw the poor crushed down in those days, the nobles ousted from their inheritance, the drudgery forced upon citizens, the violence done to churches, might with good reason say ‘Woe unto the kingdom where the king is a boy.’26





The Comyn’s leading role in the kidnapping of young Alexander III in 1257 was particularly emphasised:




Walter Comyn, earl of Menteith and his accomplices, were more than once summoned before the king and his councillors, upon many grave charges; but they did not appear. But as they durst not await their trial according to the statutes of the kingdom, they took counsel together, and with one accord, seized the king, by night, while he was asleep in bed at Kinross, and before dawn, carried him off with them to Stirling.27





The Comyn government was:




… disaffected men who did as they pleased and naught as was lawful and reigned over the people right or wrong.28





Bower added his own moral indignation:




… the Comyns were in the lead among those who rose against the king: as a consequence their name is now, so to speak, obliterated in the land, despite the fact that at the time they were multiplied beyond numbers in the ranks of the magnates of the kingdom … Therefore knights and magnates ought to pay greater attention to the words of the apostle: ‘Honour the king’.29





At the battle of Falkirk in 1298, the Comyns were blamed by Fordun for the defeat of Wallace through their desertion:




William was put to flight … For, on account of the ill-will, begotten of the spring of envy which the Comyns had conceived towards the said William, they with their accomplices forsook the field and escaped unhurt …


… after the aforesaid victory which was vouchsafed to the enemy through the treachery of Scots, the aforesaid William Wallace, perceiving by these and other strong proofs, the glaring wickedness of the Comyns and their abettors …30





Both Fordun31 and Bower accused John Comyn of betraying Robert Bruce to Edward I after an ‘indissoluble treaty of friendship and peace’ had been made between Robert Bruce and Comyn in or shortly after 1304 in order to secure the ‘deliverance of the Scottish nation from the house of bondage and unworthy thraldom’. Instead of co-operation with Bruce, John Comyn ‘talked over Robert’s death in earnest – and shortly determined that he would deprive him of life in the morrow’. According to Bower, John Comyn had:




… such a strong sense of greed and such a great and culpable intensity of ambition that he broke his agreement and made null his oath, meditating how to attack his faithful ally (who suspected no ill) …


… Once Bruce had been thoroughly destroyed by the tyranny of the king of England, he would occupy his position and take over the kingdom which by rights belonged to Bruce and no-one else. Behold a second Naboth, whose death was engineered so that a wicked man might gain his vineyard.32





Comyn’s murder in 1306 by Robert the Bruce in the church of the friars at Dumfries was seen from a Bruce standpoint by both Fordun and Bower:




… a day is appointed for him and the aforesaid John to meet at Dumfries … John is twitted with his treachery and belied troth. The lie is at once given. The evil speaker is stabbed, and wounded unto death, in the church of the Friars …33





Bower added that by Comyn’s death, ‘Edward, king of England, it is believed, was cheated of his desire both marvellously and wonderfully’.34 Comyn’s reputation was thus further tarred by emphasising his key role in Edward I’s ambitions in Scotland.


It is recognised by historians that Fordun’s and Bower’s works were charged with patriotic fervour and nationalism and that the reputation of Robert Bruce, also Fordun’s hero, ‘will always depend on how much credence we give to Barbour … we need to remember that for him Bruce was the hero of a work of art … His terms of reference forbade him to write of shortcomings’.35 The dramatic tale of Bruce’s coup of 1306, as told by the fourteenth- and fifteenth-century writers, is acknowledged as a ‘literary product, the final satisfying version of an originally much simpler, at least less romantic story’.36 It is also recognised that Bruce’s chief political rivals in Scotland, the Comyns, have suffered particularly at the hands of Fordun and others, from ‘the necessity of giving the Comyns a bad name in post-Bruce Scotland’.37


It is certainly understandable that the history of the century before Bannockburn was written from the perspective of the winners rather than the losers. For all the recognition and acknowledgement of bias in the fourteenth- and fifteenth-century histories, however, it remains true that the figures of Balliol and Comyn still remain firmly in the shadows of the traditional heroes Bruce and Wallace. Fordun and Bower, in fact, echo the official Bruce government attitude to the years 1290 to 1306. It has been remarked that the absence of references to King John in the ‘Acta’ of Robert I suggests that ‘there seems to have been a pretence that the Balliol kingship had never existed’.38 The official Scottish attitude is further developed in the negotiations with the English at Bamburgh in 1321 when ‘the whole Balliol episode is thus reduced to the level of malicious English fiction’.39 It is recognised as misleading that John Balliol ‘has gone down in history as Toom Tabard rather than as King John’,40 and a view from the Balliol perspective has at least helped to give more balance to the Bruce-oriented version of the Great Cause of 1291–2. The Bruce version of events, reinforced by later historians, has tended to emphasise the confrontation between Bruce and Balliol as the ‘culmination of an ancient rivalry of heroic proportions’.41 A view from the Balliol standpoint has revealed this as a misleading misrepresentation of the Balliols as there is no evidence to suggest that the Balliols had adopted any stance against the Bruces before 1286. A Balliol perspective also served to highlight their dependence on the political power of the Comyns.42


If it is misleading that the history of medieval Scotland has been written from a Bruce perspective rather than a Balliol perspective,43 it is perhaps an even greater distortion of that history that a Comyn perspective is lacking for the century before Bannockburn. The Comyn family were the most powerful and influential noble family in thirteenth-century Scotland, through both extensive landholding and political office holding. This power was fully apparent by 1240 and was consistently revealed from that date until the murder of John Comyn of Badenoch, the head of the senior line of the family, by Robert Bruce in the church of the Greyfriars, Dumfries in 1306.44 From a baronial standpoint, the Comyns rather than the English were the biggest losers at Bannockburn in 1314. Bruce’s actions led to the demise of the Comyn family in Scottish politics between 1306 and 1314; the Bruce-oriented version of the century before Bannockburn has almost succeeded in writing them out of Scottish history. It has certainly given the family a one-dimensional character as traitorous rivals to the Bruces. According to Bower, the Comyns fell from power because of their actions against Scottish kingship, especially as leaders in the kidnapping of Alexander III in 1257, and ‘as a consequence their name is now, so to speak, obliterated in the land’.45 In fact, Bower and other proponents of the Bruce version of Scottish history have contributed significantly to the demise of the Comyn name.


The Comyns have suffered more than others from the problems and prejudices militating against a balanced view of the nobility in the century before Bannockburn. They have suffered from the monarchocentric writings of the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries which have placed them in the shadow both of Alexander III’s ‘Golden Age’ and also of the Bruce and Wallace traditions. A monarchocentric viewpoint serves to highlight the role of the nobility as unprincipled aggressors and overmighty subjects in political crisis periods. The Comyns played a prominent part in both the minority of Alexander III, 1249–1260, and the long political crisis following Alexander III’s death in 1286. The fact that both crises led to English intervention and indeed to the outbreak of war with England in the latter case has led to nationalist sentiments clouding commentary on the century before Bannockburn in general and the years 1290 to 1314 in particular.


A baronial standpoint is needed to balance the monarchocentric writings of Fordun, Bower, Barbour and Wyntoun; a Comyn perspective is needed to balance the Bruce-oriented version of the century before Bannockburn; a viewpoint from the thirteenth century is needed to counteract the political bias and nationalism of fourteenth- and fifteenth-century commentaries.


The inadequacy and inconsistency of the monarchocentric approach to Scottish politics is revealed in Fordun’s attitude to Walter Comyn in 1249 and 1257. In 1249, Walter Comyn, earl of Menteith is portrayed as ‘a man of foresight and shrewdness of counsel’46 and praised for his strong support of Alexander III’s kingship:




… he went on to say that a country without a king was, beyond doubt, like a ship amid the waves of the sea, without rower or steersman … he moved that this boy be raised to the throne as quickly as possible.47





Yet in 1257, Walter Comyn and his accomplices in the kidnapping of Alexander were ‘disaffected men, who did all as they pleased and nought as was lawful, and reigned over the people, right or wrong’.48 Traditional accounts of the century before Bannockburn leave a lot of questions to be answered about the role of the nobility, but a view from the standpoint of the most powerful thirteenth-century baronial family, the Comyns, should contribute substantially to the debate. What was the relationship between the Comyns and William Wallace in their support of John Balliol’s kingship? What was the Comyn perspective on the rise of the Bruces in the late thirteenth century and when did their rivalry start? What was the relationship between the Comyns and the Scottish kings in the century before Bannockburn? What was the relationship between the Comyns and the English kings in the same period? The Comyns did not have the equivalent of John Barbour for Robert Bruce and Blind Hary for William Wallace to praise their actions. Yet some chronicles did take a more favourable view of Comyn activities than Fordun, Bower and their fourteenth- and fifteenth-century contemporaries. Thus the pro-Comyn Melrose Chronicle can help to balance anti-Comyn writings for Alexander III’s reign; the Chronicles of Lanercost and Guisborough as well as Thomas Gray’s Scalacronica give some balance to the period 1286 to 1314.


The century before Bannockburn saw very significant political developments in Scotland – the definition of the kingdom, the development of kingship and the constitution, the growth of national consciousness and the idea of the community of the realm. Yet the Comyn family’s political power in this period was such that the thirteenth century has been called the ‘Comyn century’.49 An investigation into the Comyns’ contribution to this most formative period is long overdue. A Comyn perspective is necessary to test the Bruce-oriented version of thirteenth-century Scottish history and the Comyns’ traditional role in it as traitorous rivals to Robert Bruce.
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CHAPTER TWO
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The Foundation for the ‘Comyn Century’


The depth of the rivalry between Comyns and Bruces can be gauged by the severity of Bruce’s ‘herschip’ or harrying of the Comyn base of Buchan in 1308.1 Without the destruction of this power base in the north, Robert Bruce’s kingship over Scotland as a whole could not be a reality. The ‘herschip’ of Buchan and the still impressive visible symbols of Comyn lordship in Badenoch and Lochaber, especially the castles of Inverlochy and Lochindorb, might give the impression that the Comyns were an exclusively Highland and northern Scottish power in the late thirteenth and early fourteenth centuries. Yet Robert Bruce’s infamous murder in 1306 of his great rival, John Comyn, head of the senior Badenoch branch of the family, took place in the Greyfriars’ church, Dumfries, close to the important southern Comyn base at Dalswinton in Nithsdale. This hints at a rather broader basis to Comyn power. The process of dismemberment and redistribution of Comyn estates in the years after 1308 amply confirms that, while the greatest concentration of Comyn landed power was in the north, their territorial strength and influence was, indeed, wide-ranging, extending into almost every part of Scotland.


The foundation for this pervasive power had been laid by 1212 with significant further consolidation occurring in the 1220s and 1230s. To understand not only the full extent of Comyn power but also its nature and why it led to a ‘Comyn century’ of influence in Scottish history from c.1212 to 1314, it is necessary to analyse the establishment of the Comyn power base.


In the first half of the twelfth century, the Comyns were in the vanguard of the Anglo-Norman ‘invasion’ of the Scottish royal household. This process was actively encouraged by David I, a ‘Scot by birth, a Norman by adoption’,2 throughout his reign, 1124 to 1153. William Cumin (Comyn), the first member of the family to make an impact in Scotland,3 was chancellor of Scotland from c.1136. He had been a clerk in the English chancery of Henry I from c.1121, being a protégé and pupil of Geoffrey Rufus who became chancellor of England in 1123. Rufus became bishop of Durham in 1133 and it is possible that Cumin followed his mentor to Durham though he was already by this time archdeacon of Worcester. The Comyns, unlike the Bruces, Morevilles and other members of the ‘new aristocracy’ in Scotland, were not noble families in origin with substantial estates in Normandy or northern France. It is probable, in fact, that William Cumin belonged to one of the families of clerks which originated from cathedral towns such as Bayeux and Rouen.4 From this relatively obscure clerical and ecclesiastical base, William Cumin sought to secure the family’s secular fortunes in Scotland through his nephews who were already well established in the Scottish royal court by 1140.5 The alliance of mutual self-interest between William Cumin and the Scottish monarchy was to become a typical feature in the rise of the Comyns. William Cumin participated in David I’s invasion of northern England in 1138 and was captured when the Scottish army was defeated at the battle of the Standard near Northallerton.6 On his part, David I gave full support initially when William Cumin attempted to gain the bishopric of Durham following the death of his mentor, Geoffrey Rufus, in 1141.7


In 1144, Cumin was forced to relinquish his claim to the bishopric of Durham after three years of hard fighting during which Cumin’s favourite nephew, another William, died. Cumin’s loyalty to the Angevin cause in the English civil war enabled him to return to southern England and regain the archdeaconry of Worcester by 1155.8 Yet the family’s social climbing in Scotland continued after 1144 through William’s remaining nephew Richard who benefited from the patronage of King David and especially his son, Earl Henry, to become the real founder of the Comyn family’s landed fortunes. Between 1144 and 1152 David and Earl Henry, acknowledged at this time as exercising general control over England north of the Tees, granted to Richard Cumin the important lands of Walwick, Thornton, Staincroft and Henshaw in Tynedale (south-west Northumberland, west of Hexham) on marriage to Hextilda, daughter to Uhtred, Waltheof’s son.9 These lands, the first secular base of the Comyn family, were confirmed in Comyn possession by Henry II and Henry III10 and remained in Comyn hands until their political eclipse in the early fourteenth century. The lands were not simply a direct grant from the Scottish king but a gift on marriage to Hextilda, from a leading Northumbrian landowning family. This marriage, the first of many ‘good’ marriages in the family’s rise to power, was ultimately of more significance than the Tynedale land initially gained. It not only provided Richard Cumin with a valuable alliance with an important Northumbrian family but gained for that family, through Hextilda, a connection with Scottish landholding and the old Scottish princes. Hextilda was the daughter of Uhtred of Tynedale and Bethoc, only daughter of Donald Ban, brother of Malcolm Canmore and son of Duncan I, king of Scots.11 The fact that Hextilda was Donald Ban’s granddaughter gave Richard Cumin’s descendants a legitimate, if not the strongest possible, claim to the Scottish throne. Richard was, therefore, not only the founder of the secular fortunes of the Comyn family but also of the claim of his great-great-grandson, John Comyn the Competitor, to the Scottish throne during the ‘Great Cause’ 1291–1292.


Just as his uncle, William Cumin, had been in the vanguard of the Anglo-Norman invasion of the Scottish royal household, Richard Cumin (d.1179) became a leading member of the ‘new’ Scottish aristocracy as he was at the forefront of the Anglo-Norman social invasion of Scottish landholding. The first Scottish lands on record as being granted to Richard Cumin by the Scottish royal house were those of West Linton in Peeblesshire, granted sometime before 1152 by David’s son, Earl Henry.12 Subsequent grants define Richard’s lands more thoroughly,13 indicating that by 1152 he possessed a substantial area of land in north-west Peeblesshire. Richard’s marriage with Hextilda also led to the family possessing the important lordship of Bedrule (Roxburghshire) which was certainly in the possession of the Comyn family before 1280.14 The land of Bedrule or Rulebethoc derived its name from ‘the lands on the river Rule of Bethoc’ wife of Radulf, the son of Dunegall lord of Nithsdale. This Bethoc was the mother of Hextilda, wife of Richard Cumin. The lands on the River Rule were Bethoc’s rather than Radulf’s and it seems that Radulf was Bethoc’s second husband. Bethoc predeceased Radulf (d. c.1185) – there is no evidence of Radulf succeeding to Bedrule – and Richard Cumin, through his wife Hextilda, seems to have succeeded to Bedrule on Bethoc’s death, probably between c.1150 and 1170.


Another lordship in Roxburghshire, Scraesburgh (alias Hunthill), was in Comyn possession in the late thirteenth century15 but in this case there is no evidence linking Scraesburgh with Richard Cumin and it seems probable that Scraesburgh passed into Comyn hands some time later, perhaps in the early thirteenth century. There is plenty of indirect evidence showing Richard Cumin’s significance as a landowner in Roxburghshire. The witness lists to his charters were dominated by either churchmen or other landowners from Roxburghshire.16 It is also significant that Richard’s son John, and his lord, Earl Henry, were buried at Kelso abbey before 1152.17 Richard Cumin’s marriage to Hextilda was most significant for the expansion of the Comyn family’s landholding in Roxburghshire and it seems probable that the family’s possession of Dalswinton in Nithsdale – certainly held by Richard’s descendants before 125018 – may also have derived from this source.19 Radulf son of Dunegal (second husband of Bethoc, mother of Hextilda) had been lord of Nithsdale and probably at the same time lord of Dumfries. He died c.1185, however, and if his land did pass to the Comyn family, it was after Richard Cumin had died.


By the 1160s Richard Cumin was a landowner of importance in northern England and, perhaps more significantly for the future of the Comyn family, had a firm footing in southern Scotland. His landed wealth and priorities are well represented in endowments to religious houses in both northern England and southern Scotland.20 Hexham priory and the abbeys of Rievaulx, Kelso and Holyrood all received gifts but it is clear that Hexham priory and Kelso abbey held special favour. The fact that Richard’s son John was buried at Kelso abbey along with Richard’s lord, Earl Henry, signifies both the importance of his southern Scottish holding and also the significance of Scottish royal patronage. Complementary to this patronage was royal service. Richard Cumin was, by his death c.1179, a counsellor of long experience to the Scottish monarchy. He is known to have witnessed at least six charters of Malcolm IV,21 the earliest one being 1159, and thirty-three charters of William the Lion.22


The frequency and prominence of Richard’s appearances at the royal court demonstrated his increasing importance to the Scottish monarchy. This was more tangibly demonstrated by William the Lion’s bestowal of the office of justiciar of Lothian on Richard Cumin in the 1170s.23 The office was an important one, the justiciar being the leading judicial officer of the crown in his area and an increasingly significant administrative adviser to the king.24 The role of justiciar before 1200 was probably similar to that described in the treatise on the Scottish king’s household c.1292: the justiciar was to dispense justice evenly to all the king’s subjects and to determine all crown pleas except the most solemn or difficult ones, and there were to be three justiciars, i.e. for Scotia, Lothian and Galloway. Richard Cumin appeared in witness lists as justiciar between 1173 and 1178 but it is impossible to be precise about his period of office as charter clerks often failed to give the title of ‘justiciar’ to a man holding office. It is difficult to say whether he held the office for a brief term or shared the duties of justiciar with Robert de Quinci, Robert Avenel, Walter Olifard and Geoffrey de Melville between 1173 and 1178.25 However, as four men – Richard Cumin, Robert de Quinci, Robert Avenel and Geoffrey de Melville – witnessed a number of royal acts dealing with Scotland south of the forth between c.1170 and c.1178, it seems at least possible to assign to them, either in succession or simultaneously, the justiciarship of Lothian.


Richard Cumin’s position as justiciar can be seen as both a cause and result of his importance in southern Scotland. It was usual for justiciars to be either important barons or at least important landowners before gaining office26 – Richard Cumin, with his lands in Peeblesshire and Roxburghshire, easily came into the latter category. The office can also be seen as increasing the prestige of Richard Cumin and linking his family more firmly to Scottish royal interests. In 1174, for example, Richard Cumin was in close attendance on William the Lion when the Scottish king furthered his claim to the English northern counties. Richard was prominent in the list of attendant knights with the king when he was surprised and captured while besieging Alnwick.27 He was, indeed, regarded as of sufficient importance to be one of the hostages for the performance of the Treaty of Falaise (December 1174) whereby William the Lion became Henry II’s liegeman for Scotland and for all his other lands.28 Richard Cumin closely identified himself with the Scottish king’s interests in 1174 in much the same way as his uncle, William Cumin, the king’s chancellor, had in actively supporting David I’s invasion of northern England in 1138. A further link between the Comyns and the Scottish Crown can perhaps be seen in the reference in 1179 to Richard Cumin having a hunting station in Selkirkshire. It seems possible that Richard held the office of keeper of the royal forest.29


Both Comyns and Bruces were part of the new aristocracy ‘of royal service’ in twelfth-century Scotland. The Bruces, through Robert I de Bruce, were granted the lordship of Annandale by David I as early as 1124 but the family had already become established as lords of Cleveland in north Yorkshire and had served Henry I as justice, i.e. chief royal agent, in northern England.30 The problem of personal allegiance to competing kings was exposed in 1138 at the Battle of the Standard, near Northallerton, when Robert de Bruce, lord of Cleveland, fought on the side of Thurstan archbishop of York against a Scottish invasion force led by David I and including Bruce’s son, Robert de Bruce of Annandale.31 The Comyns, by contrast, did not receive their first landed grants in Scotland until between 1144 and 1152. Although part of the same ‘new’ aristocracy in Scotland, Comyns were very dependent on the Scottish monarchy for their empire-building whereas the Bruces, because of their fairly well developed links in England, were perhaps the least dependent of the new knightly families in Scotland. This was shown in 1173–74 when Robert de Bruce II of Annandale supported Henry II against William the Lion’s invasion of northern England.32


Under Richard Cumin’s heir, William Cumin (Comyn), the impetus of the family’s growth in landed power and influence increased at the same rate as William’s involvement in the administrative and judicial affairs of the kingdom. The natural emphasis on the Comyns becoming the first Anglo-Norman earls in Scotland on the marriage of William Comyn to Marjorie, heiress of the earl of Buchan, in 1212 has tended to detract from the consolidation of Comyn power in the south before that date. William Comyn had inherited lands in Tynedale and Peeblesshire but had substantially improved upon his inheritance before 1212. He was granted c.1200 the lordship of Lenzie (to the north of Glasgow) by William the Lion for the service of one knight,33 the first instance on record of a royal grant to a member of the Comyn family for a specifically stated military service. The charter is significant in that it reflected the divergence between Scottish and English feudal practice. In England, the king often gave out sizeable estates in return for the service of scores of knights, whereas in Scotland the king mainly granted out land in return for a single knight’s fee. Nevertheless, the man who held land in Scotland for only one knight’s fee had an equivalent status in society to the man who held land in England for many knights’ fees. By c.1200, William Comyn was clearly recognised as one of the king’s major barons. It is also clear that William Comyn was lord of Kirkintilloch34 (also north of Glasgow) as well as Lenzie by c.1200, indicating an important northerly expansion of the family’s landed interests. The Comyn lordship of Kirkintilloch was further strengthened by William the Lion’s grant, of 2nd October 1211, to William Comyn and his heirs of the right to have a burgh at Kirkintilloch and a market every Thursday.35 This was yet another important royal privilege for the family and, incidentally, the earliest surviving charter grant of a baronial burgh. It is perhaps the simplest form of burghal privilege on record.


To add further weight to growing Comyn landed interests in the Glasgow area, it is apparent that William Comyn also held an important area of land south of Glasgow – in Machan (in the Clyde valley) and around Lesmahagow. The lands of Machan are only known for certain to have belonged to John Comyn of Badenoch (d.1306) as they were forfeited to Robert Bruce (Robert I) and then redistributed to Walter fitz Gilbert in the early fourteenth century.36 The fact that Machan was in Comyn hands, however, in William Comyn’s time is indicated by a dispute between William and the abbot of Kelso which was settled c.1189×1193.37


William Comyn’s increasing status in Scotland and at the Scottish court was also apparent before 1212. He was a frequent witness to royal charters38 – from his first appearance in 1178 he witnessed eighty-eight charters of William the Lion, many of them being in the 1190s when his position in these lists showed a growing prominence. It is probable that he had been made sheriff of Forfar by c.1190. He was certainly sheriff by 121339 but his period of office is uncertain as there is a great gap in the records for this sheriffdom between c.1161 and c.1211. It is, however, possible to draw conclusions from the evidence of witness lists. Between c.1180 and c.1211 William Comyn witnessed at least twenty-six charters at Forfar, Montrose and Arbroath with the vast majority at Forfar. Most of these charters dated from c.1195 to c.121140 and it is perhaps reasonable to suggest that he was sheriff of Forfar in these years and perhaps even earlier. It was by no means unusual for sheriffs not to be given that title when witnessing charters in their own sheriffdoms.


The office of sheriff was an important royal appointment.41 He was the right hand of the king in the localities and his duties were all embracing, encompassing military, financial, judicial and administrative affairs. The sheriff, therefore, played a crucial role in the king’s attempt to define and control the country. William Comyn was fairly typical of the Scottish sheriff in the late twelfth and early thirteenth centuries; like the majority of sheriffs in this period, he was a Norman, a substantial landowner and a royal servant. Other sheriffs of baronial or knightly status included John son of Orm and Walter Corbet (Roxburgh), Alexander of St Martin (Haddington) and William Freskin II (Nairn). Although there was a tendency for sheriffdoms to become hereditary in the early thirteenth century, Forfar did not pass to any of William Comyn’s sons and heirs.


William Comyn’s status at the royal court was further demonstrated between 1199 and 1200 when, along with the abbot of Arbroath and William Giffard, he was sent as one of the king’s messengers on a friendly mission to King John of England soon after his accession to the English throne.42 The apparent purpose of this mission was to arrange for the Scottish king’s visit to London and his safe conduct in England over which matter a misunderstanding had taken place. William Comyn’s role as trusted royal servant entered a new level, however, when he was promoted to the office of justiciar of Scotia, i.e. the area north of the Forth, c.1205.43 This office, the premier justiciarship in Scotland, represented the most senior royal administrative office in the north.44 Promotion to this office was both a natural extension of the royal service shown by William Comyn in his role as sheriff of Forfar as well as a continuation of the Comyn family’s association with the office of justiciar – William’s father, Richard, had been justiciar of Lothian. William Comyn’s promotion to the justiciarship of Scotia c.1205 was the first major sign of a deliberate royal policy to involve the family in the consolidation of royal authority in the north. The justiciarship was the ‘most significant bridge between the king’s court and the localities’.45 It is a remarkable testimony to the family’s role as pillars of the Scottish monarchy that the Comyns were justiciars of Scotia for no fewer than 66 of the 100 years between c.1205 and 1304.46


Undoubtedly, William Comyn’s status after 1205 is reflected in his increased prominence in royal witness lists. He also played an important role in the treaty of peace between King John and William the Lion in 1209.47 According to the Liber Pluscardensis,48 this treaty occurred after John demanded satisfaction from King William for once more advancing Scottish claims to the English northern counties. In order that the terms of the treaty might be fulfilled, two knights were chosen on behalf of the two kings and charged with the duty of taking an oath on the agreement with their hands on the Holy Gospel by the souls of the two kings. William Comyn, justiciar of Scotia, swore on behalf of William the Lion. As part of the terms of the treaty, thirteen hostages were delivered into the hands of the English king’s councillors at Carlisle. One of these hostages was a son of William Comyn, probably either Richard or Walter, the two elder sons.


In his capacity as justiciar, William Comyn was probably in charge of the operation between 1211 and 1212 to suppress the rebellion of Guthred son of Donald Macwilliam who landed in Ross in January 1211 to lead a rebellion through Ross and Moray.49 Moray had proved to be a consistently difficult region to control throughout the twelfth century. Despite the planned settlement of Moray in David I’s time, Highland rebellions continued to be a danger to the throne as well as to all royal attempts to define and consolidate Crown authority in the north. Donald Macwilliam claimed the throne from the 1160s until 1187 and rebellions, in fact, continued until 1230. The rebellion of 1211 was met by a large royal army of 4,000 men who were sent into Ross under the leadership of William Comyn, the earl of Atholl, and representatives of the two families claiming the earldom of Mar, Malcolm son of Morgrund and Thomas Durward. Bower’s description of William Comyn as ‘warden of Moray’ seems to indicate that Comyn was given this office on a short-term, temporary basis. The expedition under Comyn’s leadership was successful and Guthred Macwilliam was captured, but it is clear from William the Lion’s actions that the rebellion was treated very seriously as it had some support from the nobility in the north. William the Lion himself came north to Moray to make a treaty of peace with the earl of Caithness whose daughter he took as hostage. More importantly for the Comyn family, King William reacted to the events of 1211–12 by reviewing completely royal policy in the north, looking for new ways to reinforce it more effectively.


Professor Barrow has remarked that lack of royal demesne in the north of Scotland meant that William the Lion was ‘conspicuously absent’50 from this region. Despite the establishment of some sheriffdoms in northern Scotland,51 royal presence in the north and north-east was still in need of bolstering in 1212. William Comyn’s elevation to the earldom of Buchan c.1212 on marriage, his second, to Marjorie, the only child and heiress of Fergus earl of Buchan, was significant for a number of reasons. The marriage meant that William Comyn became the first ‘Norman’ earl of Buchan; he became, in fact, the first ‘Norman’ earl in Scotland. The marriage was of great importance, therefore, for social and institutional reasons. By 1286 only five earldoms were in the hands of families of Anglo-Continental origin52 – by comparison with the Comyns, the Umphravilles did not acquire the earldom of Angus until 1243 and the Bruces did not gain the earldom of Carrick until 1272. The marriage was perhaps of even greater importance for its political impact – for both the Comyns and for Buchan. Given the political circumstances of 1211–12 in the north, it seemed to provide further evidence of a royal intention to use the Comyn family (and Buchan) to represent royal interests in the north. It was more than a little convenient for the crown to introduce a powerful royal agent, his justiciar, into the north-east next to areas of uncertain loyalty and establish him hereditarily in the earldom of Buchan. The exact date of William Comyn’s elevation to the earldom is uncertain53 but it is possible to see his marriage to the heiress of Buchan as reward for his efforts against the Macwilliam rebels in Ross and Moray in 1211–12. As earl of Buchan and consequently one of the most powerful landowners in northern Scotland, William Comyn was well placed to counter any other threats from those areas.


By 1212, the Comyns had real power – the Comyn century had begun! To the already sizeable possessions accumulated by Richard and William Comyn before 1212 – principally the lordships of Kirkintilloch and Lenzie plus Machan (in the Glasgow area); West Linton (Peeblesshire); Bedrule (Roxburghshire); Dalswinton (Dumfriesshire) and important lands in Tynedale – William Comyn in 1212 added practically the whole of Buchan, a vast area in north-eastern Scotland. The extent of William Comyn’s newly acquired landed wealth in Buchan is reflected in the charters of Fergus, last Celtic earl of Buchan, William Comyn and his wife Marjorie. A charter of Earl Fergus mentioned his court at Ellon, evidently the caput of the earldom.54 Other land referred to as being in Earl William’s possession55 included Slains and Cruden (on the south-east coast of Buchan); Fechil (in Ellon parish); Tarves (west of Ellon); Old Meldrum (south-west of Tarves); Rattray (on the coast between Peterhead and Fraserburgh); Strichen (inland west of Rattray); Deer (south of Strichen) and Turriff (west of Deer). A fuller picture of the extent of the earldom of Buchan as it developed in the thirteenth century with its organisation around key castle sites can be obtained (see Map 2) by examining later thirteenth-century charters supplemented by using later material, dating from and after Robert I’s dismemberment of the earldom.56
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