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Introduction: ‘A Large and Attractive Book’



The Black Douglases were amongst the most powerful and certainly the most notorious of the great aristocratic families of late medieval Scotland. Their name and reputation creates an image of warfare on the borders with England, of the defence of king and kingdom by the Good Sir James Douglas, the first of the family to achieve widespread fame, and his heirs. The family was also associated with darker deeds. The great castles built or held by Douglas lords, Tantallon, Threave, Bothwell, the Hermitage and others, were seen to symbolise the power and arrogance of these great magnates within Scotland. This power rested on the rule, or misrule, of the family over its tenants and neighbours, a dominance maintained by fear and force and only ended by a bloody conflict with their own lord, the king of Scots. The climax of this conflict, the stabbing of the Douglas earl by King James II himself, was a fitting culmination to a history punctuated by similar acts of violence by lords of the Douglas name. This two-sided reputation, as patriotic heroes and as overmighty subjects defying their king, was born, not simply from the actions of Douglas lords, but from the changing perceptions and preoccupations of Scottish historians from the fourteenth to the twentieth centuries. Whatever their view, though, these writers all regarded the rise and fall of the Douglas dynasty as central to the development of Scotland in the later middle ages. This importance is not just because the relationships of such great lords with the local communities they ran, and with the crown which, in theory, ran them, has consistently been identified as ‘the dominant theme’ of all European political societies in the later middle ages.1 It is also because the history of the Douglases as great magnates is bound up with the emergence of Scotland as an independent European kingdom in the later middle ages. For a nation lacking such status in the modern world, the place of great nobles in the independent kingdom, as defenders of its liberties and existence or as a check on the development of the Scottish state, assumes a special importance. As patriots or robber barons no magnates have greater significance for the history of Scotland than the Douglas earls.


To their contemporaries, the fame of the Douglases sprang overwhelmingly from their feats in warfare against England. While to these English enemies the Douglases were dangerous foes, whose successes could be attributed to pacts with the devil, and to continental observers they were a dynasty of chivalrous and cultured knights, in Scotland they were defenders of kingdom and community. It was on the efforts of Douglas lords in the cause of Robert Bruce and his heirs, regarded by the historians of late medieval Scotland as a patriotic struggle, that their own compatriots concentrated. In the 1370s John Barbour portrayed the first great lord of Douglas, the Good Sir James, as the foremost of King Robert’s paladins in his epic poem about the war for Scotland’s freedom, The Bruce. Seventy years later in his history of the Scottish people, Scotichronicon, Walter Bower wrote of just one Douglas lord’s struggle with the English ‘that if anybody could retrace the story, he would by himself have produced a large and attractive book’.2


These contemporaries also recognised that, linked to the role of the family as leaders in war, the Douglases were great lords, possessing ‘great conquests’, giving ‘fair judgement’ and leading ‘the greatest company of knights and men at arms’. Their lordship, measured in lands and in followers, also marked the house of Douglas out as the principal source of authority in many parts of the kingdom, especially the south. Though Bower and his contemporaries could criticise the Douglases and the style of lordship they exercised, comparing such magnates to wolves ravening the flock, these authors also believed that the family’s power had been achieved in the service of the kingdom. The generations of historians and writers who followed Bower were more reluctant to recognise the positive elements of Douglas lordship. Instead of a desire to record and praise the role of the Douglases in war, which was present in the works of men who saw victory in the conflict with England as the keystone of Scotland’s survival, later writers with different perceptions were far less sympathetic.3 From 1500 and especially after the Reformation, the war against the English seemed far less central to those concerned with the past and future of the Scottish realm. Instead, historians and jurists dwelt most heavily on the development of the state. Their focus was on the exercise and extension of central authority, and their attitude overwhelmingly in favour of the crown and its powers. Though the period produced the earliest history of the family in the shape of David Hume of Godscroft’s History of the House and Race of Douglas and Angus, a study in which, from mythical origins to his own day, Hume sought to praise his subjects, in this royalist and centrist atmosphere the place of magnates like the Douglases was generally seen as obstructive to the crown and destructive to the kingdom. For example, Robert Lindsay of Pitscottie, in his ‘Historie and Cronicles of Scotland’, dating from the 1570s, spoke of the Black Douglas earls as greedy, arrogant, lawless and violent, retaining bands of thieves as their followers and fomenting factional conflict across the kingdom. His attitude was echoed in more general statements from other authors over the next two centuries. The Scottish nobility of the late middle ages were seen as ‘mutinously proud’, and their maintenance of armed retinues meant that ‘violence and rapine prevailed over law and justice’. The aristocracy were selfish, law-breaking and obstructive, a block on the efforts of successive kings to create a centralised and, by implication, better-run and more civilised Scotland. Royal attacks on such men, even James II’s murder of William earl of Douglas, a protected guest at the king’s court, were justified by Pitscottie, and, before the Reformation, by Hector Boece, as the removal of a local tyrant who terrorised his tenants and defied the crown’s authority.4


This identification of aristocratic lordship as a negative force remained the prevailing tone of historical writing on late medieval Scotland well into this century. Though not unquestioning ‘king’s friends’, historians such as E. W. M. Balfour-Melville and A. I. Dunlop looked to royal government for anything approaching effective authority. Balfour-Melville, in his James I, King of Scots, spoke of ‘the wreck of the king’s high purpose on the rock of magnate self-interest’, while Dunlop described the Black Douglases as a ‘menace’ and ‘steeped in treason’, contrasting sharply with the loyal support given by her hero, Bishop James Kennedy, to his royal lord. In their approach to late medieval politics, Dunlop and Balfour-Melville held a viewpoint not altogether different from their predecessors since the sixteenth century. The Black Douglases were the worst of a bad breed, holding pride of place in the rogues’ gallery of great nobles, their private power a check on public justice and government and a recipe for anarchy. Efforts to temper this hostile reputation proved uncomfortable. In The Douglas Books, written in the 1880s, Sir William Fraser produced an indispensable edition of family papers alongside biographical portraits which sought to clear the Douglas magnates of the worst charges against them. Fraser stressed the loyalty of Douglas lords to the crown and presented major conflicts with the government as the product of misunderstandings on both sides. Writing for the descendants of the men under examination, Fraser almost presents the Douglas earls as Victorian men of affairs, dignified, respectable but with the occasional skeleton in the family closet to add a touch of colour. As the works of Dunlop, Balfour-Melville and others showed, later historians were not convinced by Fraser’s defence of the Douglases. The family’s origins as patriotic supporters of the Bruce were remembered but were overshadowed by what was seen as the abuse of royal generosity.5


Over the last three decades, though, there has been a reappraisal of political society in late medieval Scotland. This revision presents the kingdom, not as a cultural and political backwater, but as a confident and secure political unit whose government, though unsophisticated, met the needs of the Scots. At the heart of such views stands a far more developed understanding of the role and interests of the Scottish nobility. The works of Drs A. Grant and J. Wormald, in particular, have shown the magnates to be willing and vital partners of the crown in the running of the kingdom. Rather than a disruptive force, the local dominance of these lords is shown to have been a force for stability. The bonds between magnates and their retinues, identified earlier as leading to local feuding and disorder, are associated with the maintenance of peace through arbitration by great men between their retainers. Scottish government is regarded as functioning in self-regulating regional blocs dominated by magnates who acted as intermediaries between crown and local communities. The result was ‘low-key politics’ in which conflict was rare and resolved by compromise. As part of this revision, the role of the Black Douglases in Scottish political life has been viewed in a more positive light. The Douglas earls are presented as responsible guarantors of local order, capable of regulating their relations with other great men. For example, the alliance between the earl of Douglas and the duke of Albany in 1409 is seen, not as the product of sinister ‘political ambition’ nor as ‘the flouting of order’, but as an agreement to keep the peace between the two magnates and their followers.


However, the history of the Black Douglases does not always sit comfortably with such assertions. The fall of the family after a prolonged and violent conflict with the crown hardly suggests stable co-operation, and has, as a result, been regarded as an isolated exception to these general rules of Scottish political behaviour. Dr Grant suggests that the conflict represented a break in the Douglases’ ‘remarkably well-maintained record of loyalty and service’ to the crown, Dr Wormald that the family ‘threatened the ideal’ of crown-magnate co-operation and that the Douglas earls represented ‘too great a concentration of power in the hands of one family’, a return to the old idea of such great magnates as overmighty subjects of the king. Uncertainty clearly persists about the character of Douglas lordship in late medieval Scotland and the extent to which they conformed to, or contradicted, the general characteristics of the Scottish nobility as identified in these recent works.6


However, the importance of this research lies in its recognition that the predominance of great aristocratic houses over wide areas of Scotland was, in general, an essential and legitimate element in the government and political society of a kingdom where, for geographical, cultural and economic reasons, power was decentralised. There are, though, problems with the conclusions drawn from this recognition, as the difficulty of fitting the Douglases into patterns of crown-magnate co-operation shows. There must be suspicions that, in the presentation of Scotland as a more stable and better-run society than had previously been recognised, the place of competition and conflict in the political life of both the kingdom as a whole and, perhaps more importantly, in regional communities has been played down. In his survey of the British Isles in the middle ages, Robin Frame adds a note of caution to the revised view of Scottish regional society: ‘Unfortunately the fourteenth century evidence rarely allows us to glimpse the realities of regional life; it would be naive to imagine that monopolistic aristocratic power was wholly benign’. Owing an acknowledged debt to K. B. McFarlane, whose work on the nobility revolutionised perceptions of late medieval England, recent studies of the role of the Scottish aristocracy have looked to English political society as their yardstick. Though the differences between Scotland and England have been stressed, the identification of the English polity as working on comparable lines has contributed to the emphasis on ‘low-key politics’. As an alternative to the centralised, legalistic and professionalised government and political society of England, late medieval Ireland, a land far more similar to Scotland in size, wealth and in its highly regionalised structure, provides a closer and more revealing parallel. Anglo-Irish magnates were not a ‘dark force’, but ‘necessary and positive’ to the maintenance of the English lordship, but the power of such men was also militarised and coercive. They gave leadership and protection, but demanded service and payments in war and politics. Ireland, ‘a land of war’, had an English-speaking nobility which saw self-regulation in terms of physical and forceful competition as much as agreement and compromise. Scotland, like Ireland a ‘patchwork of lordships’, may have shared many characteristics of this model.7


The Black Douglases is a study of ‘the realities of regional life’ in late medieval Scotland through the accumulation and exercise of power by its greatest non-royal dynasty during the century and a half of its power. Its focus is the house of Douglas from its emergence into the front rank of the Scottish nobility in the years of major war with England from 1296, through to the loss of the family’s predominance in the borders and their principal estates with the downfall of the Black Douglas earls in the 1450s. By dealing with a single magnate house, rather than studying an individual reign or the nobility as a group, this study examines both the continuity and instability of aristocratic power over a long period, and looks at the specific characteristics and relationships at the heart of one dynasty’s exercise of lordship. To regard late medieval Scotland from an aristocratic perspective is not to take a narrow view of the workings of political society but to examine it from what was, for most of the century and a half from 1300, its most effective level. Analysis of the role played by the Douglases in the survival and development of the Scottish realm, of the relationships between Douglas lords and both kings and local communities, and of the family’s view of its own place in the kingdom, as servants of kings or a special dynasty with its own rights, raises issues fundamental to an understanding of the structure and character of late medieval Scotland, its identity, culture and society.


The rise and fall of the Douglases is treated in terms of the dual elements associated with the Douglas name, leadership in war against England and the power of the family as great and independent lords. The link between the family’s role in war and their political predominance in those regions which were in the front line of Anglo-Scottish conflict is the principal theme of the book. The effects of this relationship were felt far beyond the marches, leaving their mark not just on Scottish politics but on warfare and diplomacy across western Europe. From Moray and Galloway to the Loire, The Black Douglases displays the power and ambition of a late medieval noble house at its greatest extent.
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CHAPTER ONE


The Black Douglas


THE GREEN TREE


In 1450 the power and prestige of the house of Black Douglas seemed to stand at its height. In lands, titles and followers the family was without a rival amongst the nobility of Scotland. They were the greatest of the great lords, the magnates of the kingdom. Only the young king of Scots, James II, possessed wider estates and higher status than the Black Douglases. At the head of this powerful family were William, the earl of Douglas, eighth man to bear that title, and his four brothers. Between them the Douglas brothers held five earldoms in the Scottish kingdom and a collection of lordships which reached from Galloway in the south-west to the Black Isle in the north. The great castles at the heart of these lordships, Threave in Galloway, Bothwell on the Clyde, Abercorn by the Forth and Balvenie and Darnaway on the Moray coast, all stood as physical proof of the power and wealth of the Black Douglases. For almost a century and a half the name of the family had been linked with the fortunes of the independent kingdom of Scotland. In the years from the great wars against England in the early fourteenth century, the Black Douglases’ accumulation of lands and influence shaped the Scottish realm. The fame which they had won in their rise made the Douglas name known far beyond Scotland. As crusaders in Spain and the Baltic and as soldiers, allies and vassals in the service of the kings of France, the Black Douglas magnates carved out a great reputation among the noble houses of Europe. In 1450 this fame was still at its height. On his pilgrimage to Rome in the autumn of that year, Earl William of Douglas was fêted by the rulers of western Europe, the kings of England and France and the duke of Burgundy. The arrival of the earl in the Holy City for the Papal celebrations of the half-century was that of a great prince, exciting the Romans and winning honour from the Pontiff.1 In their reputation, their wealth and their power, the Black Douglases were recognised as lords of European status, men whose support was sought by kings and rulers across the west.


The lands and powers of Earl William and his brothers and the fame of their house represented the achievements of their forefathers as earls and lords of Douglas. The heirs of a great magnate dynasty, the Black Douglas brothers shared the conscious pride in inherited rights and duties which was at the heart of the medieval nobility’s view of the world and their place in it. In Scotland and beyond, aristocratic families showed keen interest in their real or imagined past in the commissioning of genealogies, romances and memorials which glorified their history.2 The satisfaction of such dynastic ambitions was a major element in the activities of the great houses of late medieval Europe. The Douglases held just such an understanding of the role and the rise of their dynasty. It was in the years just before 1450, when the earl of Douglas and his brothers seemed to dominate the Scottish kingdom, that the strongest statement of the Black Douglases’ self-image was made. The Buke of the Howlat (the book of the owl), a poetic fable of nearly a thousand lines, was produced in the household of Earl William’s younger brother, Archibald, earl of Moray.3 Within its allegorical tale of a parliament of birds, the author, Moray’s secretary, Richard Holland, introduced twenty verses which expressed the inherited status and honour of his master’s house, the Black Douglas family. As his guide to this inheritance, Holland used ‘the armes of Dowglas . . . knawin throw all Cristindome’. The arms of Douglas lords were a visible measure of family achievement. The heraldic rules of late Medieval Europe were not just part of a taste for decoration but were about the obsession of noble society with rank, kinship and status. The lion of Galloway, the stars of the Murrays and the red heart of the Bruce in the arms of the earl of Douglas were a pictorial display of the Douglas family’s rise in the century and a half before Holland described them.4


The heraldic bearings carried by the members of the Black Douglas family on their shields stood in The Howlat as a visual display of lands, honourably won and defended, and of the services of the Douglas lineage to the crown and community of Scotland. The poem gave the family arms a position ‘next the soverane signe’, the ‘lyon . . . rampand’ of the king, and the Douglases were ‘ever servable’, always ready to serve their royal master. There was no challenge to the power of their king but Holland placed his masters as the next in rank after the crown, as great lords with their own inherited rights and duties. Above all, honour and fame were the rewards for their defence of the kingdom. ‘Of Scotland, the werwall . . . our fais force to defend . . . Baith barmekyn and bar to Scottis blud’. In warfare the Douglases had been a wall, a bastion and barrier in resisting the foes of the kingdom, roles which gave them, in Holland’s view, a heroic status in the realm. To those ‘of a trewe Scottis hart’ the Douglases were ‘our lois and our lyking’, our glory and delight, and a family with a special place within the kingdom.5


Holland’s description of his master’s family in The Buke of the Howlat was in part propaganda, justifying Douglas dominance in the years up to 1450. However, there can be little doubt that Richard Holland, a servant of the Black Douglases, also presented his masters’ views of their inheritance. The lands which are represented by Holland on the arms of the Black Douglases include the family’s great southern Scottish lordships, Galloway, ‘wyn . . . on weir’, conquered from its people who ‘rebellit the croune’, and ‘the forest of Ettrick’ and the ‘landis of Lawder’ taken ‘with dynt of his derf swerd . . . fra the sonnis of Saxonis’.6 Holland described a dynasty of warlords. From the opening of the fourteenth century to the middle of the fifteenth, in an age of war for Scotland and the British Isles, the Black Douglases had carved out a role and a private empire for themselves as the war leaders of the kingdom in the new marcher zone against the English enemy. The key to the power and standing of the house as the greatest magnate dynasty in late medieval Scotland rested on their ability to wage war in conflicts which combined national, regional and private goals. From the 1320s to the 1440s, Douglas dominance in all or part of the border region was a fact of Scottish life. The Douglases began and remained a noble house whose rights were won and maintained in war, the most spectacular product of the militarised world of the Anglo-Scottish border.


For Richard Holland, looking back from the late 1440s, the pride of place in the family’s ‘armes of ancestry’ belonged to the shield of one man, the ‘douchty Dowglas’, Sir James Douglas, ‘quilk oft blythit the Bruse in his distres’. It was to James Douglas, the right arm of Robert Bruce, already a hero in Scottish chronicles and poetry by the time Holland wrote, that most space is given in The Howlat. James’s arms of blue set with three stars over a silver field represented heavenly constancy and courage, but it was the ‘bludy hert’ set on the silver on which Holland’s focused.7 The heart stood as the principal badge of the Douglas line, a reminder of the service beyond death of James to ‘his singular soverane’, King Robert Bruce. Douglas’s death on crusade bearing his dead master’s heart was unshakeable proof of the affection borne by ‘Good King Robert’ for the lord of Douglas and his line. Holland depicted James Douglas as valiant in war, a marytred crusader and as a steadfast and loyal champion of the hero-king of medieval Scotland. The achievements of James were part of the glorious inheritance of the Black Douglas dynasty. The arms of his successors bore the ‘bludy heart’ and marked Sir James Douglas as the progenitor of the ‘grene tre, gudly and gay’ from whose branches were hung the shields and helms of the Earl of Douglas and his brothers in Holland’s fantasy.8 Pride in the Black Douglas lineage, the green tree, and in the founder of its growth, James Douglas, justified the ambitions and emphasised the honour of his descendants.


In the eyes of the Black Douglas lords and their servants in the mid-fifteenth century, the roots of their house’s fame and fortune could be traced back to James lord of Douglas, the ‘Good Sir James’ of Scottish historical tradition. Such a view is easy to understand. It was from James’s career that the status and fame of the Douglas line grew, and within fifty years of his death he was being presented as a model of knighthood and aristocratic values. Yet James was not the founder of the Douglas family as a part of the Scottish nobility. Instead he was probably the sixth in the line of minor nobles who dwelt in, and took their name from, the lordship of Douglas and Douglasdale in the upper Clyde valley. These men were not great lords like their descendants and their ancestry was unclear. As early as 1400, when Scottish chroniclers sought to explain the rise of the family beyond these limited beginnings, there was doubt about the origins of the Douglases. ‘Sindry men spekis syndrely’ as the chronicle of Andrew Wyntoun described it. However, it seems likely that the dynasty which held the lands and name of Douglas arrived in Scotland in the mid-twelfth century in the person of a knight from the plains of Flanders, William son of Erkenbald.9


William’s arrival was a small part of a process of settlement and change which brought Flemings and Frenchmen to all regions of the British Isles. At the invitation of the Canmore kings of Scots, small bands of Flemings arrived to settle in Clydesdale, on the edge of the powerful sub-kingdom of Galloway.10 The new lords of Douglas came in the wake of this group but the ignorance of later writers about the origins of the family is an indication that distinctions between native and incomer in the Scottish aristocracy had lost significance more quickly than elsewhere in the British Isles. However, if he knew nothing of ‘thare begynnyng’, the chronicler, Andrew Wyntoun, retained knowledge of one element of their ancestry. The Douglases were kinsmen of a second noble house, that of Murray, which took its name from the great northern province which the ‘de Moravia’ family had tamed for the crown. Once again the arms of the two families showed their kinship. Wyntoun and Holland describe the three silver stars on the shields of both Douglas and Murray and saw the alliance of the two houses in the fourteenth century as the re-unification of an ancient kindred.11


While the Murrays were great lords in the north, their cousins, the lords of Douglas were, by the 1280s, well-connected but minor barons. Though the family acquired minor lands in Lothian and elsewhere, the heart of their estates remained the lordship of Douglas. Even after the acquisition of far greater lordships, the Douglases would retain close personal bonds with the estate, taking their title as earls from the valley in 1358.12 Attachment to their lands and tenants was an element in the process of assimilation which saw the Douglases connected by marriage to a range of Scottish houses, both native and incomer, in the century from their settlement. The Douglases were part of a nobility which, in its relationships and ties to the Canmore kings, saw its loyalties in broadly similar terms. However, this was not a Scottish nobility in any sense of exclusive identification with Scotland or its rulers. The lords of Douglas were normal in possessing lands and connections beyond Scotland, holding estates in Northumberland and Essex by 1296. The conflict of loyalties between English and Scottish rulers which this suggests was rarely a problem in the thirteenth century and such divided loyalties were an unexceptional part of aristocratic society. The Anglo-Scottish border was no bar to landholding. It simply divided the fiefs of the Scottish king from those of his own lord, the king of England.13 The stability of British landholding did not automatically translate to local peace. The career of James Douglas’s father was one of feud and dispute. William Douglas, nicknamed le Hardi, the bold, managed to antagonise both English and Scottish kings in the early 1290s, suffering imprisonment and temporary dispossession at the hands of Edward I of England. His neighbours and overlords found William equally hard to deal with.14 Unaffected by prison, William’s boldness looks more like a readiness to use violence, a characteristic which he passed on to many of his descendants in the next two centuries.


In general, though, for the south of Scotland, where the bulk of the Douglases’ estates lay, the period from 1230 to 1296 was one of stability unmatched for many centuries. The sub-kingdom of Galloway was largely absorbed into the structures of the kingdom after 1236, its native lords replaced by the Balliols from northern England. The wide interests of the Balliols and the other great magnates of southern Scotland, the Bruce lords of Annandale, the de Soulis lords of Liddesdale and the Anglo-Saxon earls of Dunbar, all reflected the ease of links with England and the stability of relations between Scottish crown and nobility in the region. The great border lordships, which after 1300 were to form the front line of Douglas territorial power in a militarised frontier region, were, before 1296, the focuses of stable local government based on geographically distinct and ancient divisions of land. The south, from Galloway to Berwickshire, was a secure heartland of the later thirteenth-century Scottish kingdom whose military frontier lay far to the north and west. The Anglo-Scottish border with its royal forests and great religious houses was, by contrast, a land of peace by medieval standards. It was in this regional society that the minor, but well-established and connected, house of Douglas operated, a small and unexceptional family of Lanarkshire barons.15



THE GOOD SIR JAMES


After a century and a half of this primarily local significance, the fortunes of the Douglases were transformed in a single generation. As later Scots were well aware, it was in the lifetime and through the career of James lord of Douglas that the family rose in rank and reputation. His exploits did more than bring fame to the Douglas name. The place of his heirs as war leaders, as lords who held power in the south of Scotland and as men who followed a tradition of adherence to the Scottish crown and community, all had their beginnings in the deeds of James, the ‘Black Douglas’. The house of Douglas emerged as winners from a period of political and military crisis between 1286 and 1330 which left its mark on the whole Scottish nobility and on the structure and status of the kingdom itself. The failure of the Canmore dynasty, which more than any other force had forged the kingdom of Scots and its noble class, created a crisis which threatened to engulf both. The sudden death of Alexander III in 1286 was, over the next ten years, exploited by Edward I of England to extend his rights as superior lord of the Scottish king and realm. The demands of Edward’s kingship were unacceptable to the nobility of Scotland who, whether landholders in England or not, saw their ‘custom’ and status in the northern kingdom as being infringed. The weight of Edward’s over-lordship provoked the defiance of the bulk of the Scottish nobility. Edward’s response was war.16


The war, which began in 1296, was to last for over thirty years before a negotiated peace. Its continuation was to shape Scotland’s internal structure and place in the world for three centuries to come. It was in this long war between the two realms of late medieval Britain that the role of the Douglas family was established. The support which James Douglas gave to Robert Bruce identified his house with what Scots writers saw, by 1400, as a patriotic cause. At the time, however, the issue was far less clear-cut. Douglas’s adherence to Bruce was clouded by the experience of a decade of war and its effects which cut across the networks of allegiance which had existed before 1296. Service to the king of Scots was now incompatible with ties of lordship to the English crown. Friendship to one meant the emnity of the rival ruler. The cutting of cross-border ties was to be a long-term reality which shaped the political society of those lands closest to the new frontier. In the short term, choices of allegiance were forced on the whole Scottish nobility. Such choices could not be simply determined by identification with a national community of either kingdom. Obligations of kinship and personal lordship as well as the strong desire to survive with lands and status intact created competing calls on noble loyalties. Lords who had defended ‘the community of the realm of Scotland’ against Edward in negotiation were not prepared to take up arms against their feudal superior.17 William lord of Douglas, James’s father, had no such qualms. Personal hostility towards the English king, who had earlier imprisoned him, fuelled William’s opposition to Edward in 1296 and, despite capture in the Scottish defeat of that year, again in 1297. Forgiven twice by the king, William’s third captivity was to be permanent. Edward allowed such an unrepentant enemy to rot in prison. ‘Savage and enraged’ at his fate, Douglas was dead by 1299, according to later sources, a ‘martyr’ to English tyranny.18


William’s young and disinherited heir was left with an uncertain future, sheltered in the households of his kin and connections amongst the Scottish nobility. Men like his uncle, James Stewart, Bishop Lamberton of St. Andrews, and Robert Keith, the marischal, were political survivors who, unlike William Douglas, had managed to win Edward’s peace and even trust despite earlier opposition. In the years of Scottish defeat from 1302 the young James Douglas was brought into English allegiance in the service of these lords. Whatever his doubts, he was to remain in the English camp for the next five years.19 James Douglas must have considered his loyalties against the experiences of this period. The fate of his father showed the price of defeat. James had been left landless. The lordship of Douglas had been granted to the English magnate Robert Clifford. It was the recovery of Douglasdale and the status of his family which, above all else, determined James’s allegiance.20 The only fourteenth-century account of Douglas’s motives comes from the epic poem The Bruce by John Barbour. Written in the 1370s and a work which glorified both Robert Bruce and James Douglas, the poem showed the young James identifying from the first with Robert’s seizure of the Scottish throne in 1306. For all its inaccuracies, The Bruce captured the key to James’s decision. Douglas joined the king because ‘“throw hym I trow my land to wyn, magre the Clyffurd and his kyn”’. The recovery of landed title was the key to the restoration of status. Barbour described Douglas’s earlier attempt to obtain them from Edward I which he saw, not as self-seeking, but as a quest for denied rights. Douglas was made to identify with Bruce as another man deprived of his rightful estate, the kingdom of Scotland. The bond between king and nobleman in the recovery of their rights is a running theme of the poem. The meeting of Bruce with Douglas at Ericstane near the heads of Tweed, Clyde and Annan was the meeting of the men whose search for ‘fredome’ was also expressed as a desire for their own status.21


Barbour’s description of the impetuous Douglas joining Bruce at the beginning of his exploits hides a more cautious reality. In the summer of 1306, when Robert Bruce was fighting to maintain the throne he had seized, James Douglas remained in English allegiance.22 He joined Bruce only after the king returned from exile in February 1307. His decision was based on a specific desire to reclaim his lands, and as Edward I had refused to restore them, Douglas turned to the alternative source of power in the kingdom. Bruce, based in his south-western earldom of Carrick, was for the first time in a position to provide support. In the spring Douglas and the king attacked Douglasdale, driving out the English garrison, but, within a month, James was treating with the English for a return to the peace.23 Having shown he could disrupt their hold on his lands, Douglas was not prepared to risk capture by the advancing English. In these circumstances, his loyalty to Bruce was hardly in the heroic mould of Barbour.


In the event there was no return to English allegiance. The retreat of English forces after Bruce’s victory at Loudoun Hill in May 1307 caused James to end efforts to make his peace.24 For the next twenty-three years, Douglas’s career was one of constancy to the king as the poets claimed. Given the traitors’ deaths inflicted on Bruce’s followers in 1306, Douglas’s hesitation is understandable. However, in both 1307 and thereafter the key to winning and keeping the adherence of men like Douglas was Bruce’s ability to use the powers of the Scottish crown. Service to a successful king of Scots held out the prospect of greater rewards than anything that could be won by a Scot in Edward’s administration. The promise of good lordship in rewarding men for service was a fundamental principle of medieval society and, as Barbour stressed, the bond between Bruce and Douglas rested on the king’s favour to a loyal follower. From 1307, Douglas was a rising power in Bruce’s regime. He had no need to look elsewhere for lordship. The success of both king and Douglas strengthened the personal bond of allegiance. James’s loyalty was never strained by the threat of defeat which faced previous Scottish leaders. To later Scots, Douglas’s adherence to the king forged his family’s reputation and fortunes as leaders of the patriotic causes in the marches, a region where the realities of war would continue to compel changes of allegiance.25 His entry into Bruce’s service was a crucial landmark in the rise of the house of Douglas.


The Douglas claim to be the defenders of the Scottish kingdom was a task and a boast which rested, not just on loyalty, but on the deeds of James in support of Bruce. The kingship of Robert I itself depended overwhelmingly on his success in war. Decisive victories against his Scottish opponents and the expulsion of all but a handful of English garrisons from the kingdom between 1307 and 1313 were the basis of his political strength. In 1309 it was claimed by the king’s own propaganda that success in winning and holding the kingdom was the proof and test of his right to rule.26 It was certainly the cause of his transformation from usurper to hero-king in the eyes of many Scots. War was the principal task of Robert I’s kingship, and the principal service performed by his adherents amongst the nobility was as military subordinates. Whatever ties of affection grew up between the king and Douglas, the Bruce’s friendship and the rewards which it brought rested on Douglas’s abilities as a leader in the warfare which secured King Robert his kingdom.


Barbour described James Douglas as the king’s close companion and, from the outset, as a man whose exploits in war won him fame and were vital to his lord. Yet, as Barbour himself admitted, when James joined the king he was ‘bot littill of mycht’, an untried and dispossessed nineteen-year-old.27 His value to Bruce in 1307 related to the sudden significance of south-western Scotland in the war. Bruce had made the area his first base on his return to the kingdom, and the local influence of even the disinherited lord of Douglas was useful to the king. As will be clear, James was able to raise support from the region of his family’s estates and he used it to harry local English forces during the summer.28 When Bruce countered the new king of England, Edward II’s, campaign in Nithsdale by devastating Galloway, his force probably included the followings of local lords like James Douglas and two Ayrshire landowners, Robert Boyd and Alexander Lindsay, who were active on Bruce’s behalf in the south-west. The same local nobles, Boyd, Lindsay and Douglas, were the leading men in another raid against the Galwegians in June 1308 under Edward Bruce. Galloway, loyal to its lord, John Balliol, the exiled king of Scots, was to remain a source of opposition to the Bruce cause for the next fifty years and the king, who had gone to deal with his enemies further north in late 1307, had left his brother, Edward Bruce, to recover it.29 In the raids of 1307 and 1308 Douglas provided support for the Bruces’ warfare in the south. Like Boyd, Lindsay and the Clydesdale neighbours of the Douglases, Simon Lockhart of the Lee and Thomas Somerville of Carnwath, James Douglas was a figure of purely local significance in the following of King Robert.30


Between 1307 and 1315, Douglas was to emerge from this role to become one of the king’s closest and most valuable supporters. By 1315 James had outstripped the other south-western adherents of Bruce to become the leading figure in the war on, and beyond, the borders. This rise proved to be a key stage in the growth of Douglas power, but from 1307 the career of James in the south is shrouded in darkness. The Bruce sheds the only light on these early years. It shows Douglas as firmly based in the south and concentrates on James’s private campaign to win Douglasdale from the English garrison. In a war of raid and ambush, James forced the abandonment of Douglas Castle, destroying it to prevent Clifford ‘pesabilly holding his lands’.31 Though the recovery of Douglas drew Barbour’s focus, it was not in Clydesdale that James established his base but to the south and east.




In all this tym James of Douglas


In the Forest travelland was


And it throu hardiment and slicht


Occupyit, magre all the mycht


Of his feill fayis . . .





Against many foes, James Douglas had occupied and brought ‘to the kingis pes’ by his ‘travale’ the Forest of the south.32


The ‘great forest of Selkirk’ was taken to include a vast swathe of upland dale, moor and woodland stretching from Tweeddale and Annandale to the dales of Esk and Teviot. Before 1296 the hunting reserves of kings and nobles, it had become a strategically vital area of the south in the years of war. The Forest divided the eastern borders from the west and Clydesdale, and the nature of the ground made its control by English field forces and by the garrisons at Roxburgh, Jedburgh, and Selkirk a constant problem. The Scots appreciated this value as a refuge and used the Forest as a base for attacks on English-held regions of the south and across the border and as a recruiting ground and source of supply for their armies in the years before 1304.33 In 1307, Douglas was well placed to take advantage of this natural stronghold. The lands of his family lay near the western edge of the upland region and Robert Keith, in whose household Douglas had served, had been the warden of the Forest in 1299. There was moreover no alternative leader in the region in 1307. Keith and the lord of nearby Liddesdale, William de Soulis, remained in English allegiance and the main local lord, Simon Fraser of Oliver Castle, had been executed for his support of Bruce a year earlier. With his fall the Forest had been brought under English control by its new lord, Edward II’s lieutenant, Aymer de Valence, earl of Pembroke, who had laid waste Fraser’s lands.34


By December 1307 de Valence’s control had gone. Men and tenants of Selkirk Forest and in Selkirk- and Peebles-shires had joined Bruce’s party and seized local lands. Their change of loyalty may be linked to the arrival in the Forest of James Douglas. After 1314 James Douglas was the king’s chief agent in the region, residing in the Forest at ‘Etybredshiels’ near Selkirk and holding official powers in both Selkirk and Jedburgh Forests.35 This position, won in the years after 1307, was to become one of the key centres of Douglas power. James’s control of the Forest had been established by local warfare. English campaigns in 1308 and 1311 and raids by English garrisons meant continuous fighting up to 1314, but the winning of the region by war, one of the boasts of The Buke of the Howlat, marked the arrival of the Douglases as a military force in the marcher zone they would come to dominate.36 The Forest gave Douglas, a young and relatively minor noble, a place in the forefront of the war with England and in the ranks of his king’s supporters. The value of the Forest as a base for Bruce’s recovery of the south was first shown on the night of Shrove Tuesday, 19 February, 1314. In a sudden assault in the dark, James Douglas, with a party of men clad in black surcoats to disguise their armour, scaled the walls to capture Roxburgh Castle. Roxburgh, the principal fortress of the central borders, with a garrison of a hundred men, had been the bedrock of English control in the surrounding country. With its fall, Barbour reports the submission of Teviotdale to ‘the Kingis pes . . . outane Jedworth’. Even in Jedburgh, where the castle was supplied from England, the English monks of the abbey fled across the border on the day after Roxburgh’s fall, aware of the local implications of Douglas’s success.37 Until its final capture and destruction by the Scots in 1460, Roxburgh provided the key to the allegiance of the men of Teviotdale. The castle’s garrison, English or Scots, exercised control of the lands about and, as such, Roxburgh was to be a long-lasting factor affecting Douglas influence in Teviotdale. Its capture in 1314 brought this area of the south into the orbit of James Douglas.


Roxburgh’s fall marked James Douglas’s emergence as one of the principal adherents of the king. With Thomas Randolph, the king’s nephew, who had captured Edinburgh Castle a month after Douglas took Roxburgh, he was to emerge as a key figure in Bruce’s following after 1314.38 Douglas showed himself to have mastered the type of warfare practised by the king in the local fighting which won the Forest and in the surprise assault on Roxburgh. His effectiveness was used to the full by Bruce and it was in the fifteen years from 1314 that the reputation of James Douglas was established. In Scottish eyes, this reputation was as the ‘Good Sir James’, a constant and victorious servant of the king and a model of chivalry. To the English, though, his black hair, sallow skin and the reign of terror he inflicted on the counties between Tweed and Humber earned him a different name. ‘The blak Dowglas’ was a dark force ‘mair fell than wes ony devill in hell’ who made pacts with his fellow-demons to achieve his evil goals. By adopting the name of Black Douglas, first applied to them by the enemy, James’s son and grandsons were consciously binding themselves to the fearsome reputation of their forebear.39 Along with King Robert and Thomas Randolph, from 1315 Douglas’s partner in war, James was responsible for the military ascendancy of the Scots in a war of destruction and attrition in the marches between the kingdoms. To his English victims, Douglas, even more than his royal master, was the symbol of this ascendancy.


The first mark of Douglas’s rising star was his knighting by King Robert on the eve of the great victory of the Bruce cause at Bannockburn in June 1314. Success in the pitched battle confirmed the achievements of the previous seven years. Its effects were felt even in the borders where Jedburgh Castle surrendered on news of the English defeat.40 However, the war against the claims of the English crown remained to be won. Even before Bannockburn, a growing strand in the Scottish strategy was the devastation of northern England. From 1315, the tactical implementation of the king’s strategy was placed in the hands of Douglas above all. He was to be the first of the breed of magnates who built their power in the war-zone of northern Britain. Within two months of Bannockburn, James Douglas was to be raiding across the border in a force led by the king’s brother, Edward Bruce, and from 1314 to 1319, when the battered English agreed to a truce, Douglas would raid the northern shires at least once a year.41 His attacks reached as far as the Humber and Pontefract and their aim was not simply the devastation of enemy territory. Sustained raiding also brought the Scots king and his leading captains cash, paid in return for local truces by defenceless English communities, and displayed the inability of Edward II to protect his people from Bruce and Douglas.42 James Douglas was the most active exponent of this border warfare. He seems to have taken the role of Edward Bruce as the king’s principal southern lieutenant when Edward departed to seek his ill-fated kingdom in Ireland. When King Robert himself went to support the Irish venture in 1317, he left Douglas as his joint warden in the south, a position which must have included command of the war.43 Douglas effectively remained in this role as joint leader of the war in the marches until the peace of 1328. His partner was Thomas Randolph, earl of Moray. As an earl and the king’s nephew, Randolph held formal authority, but, to the English and later Scots writers, Douglas was the driving force in the campaigns against northern England.44 This reputation was not just posthumous glorification. It reflected the genuine ability of James Douglas in mobile warfare which went beyond just destructive forays. He harried invading English armies in the borders at Lintalee in 1317 and Melrose in 1322, he supplied the siege of Carlisle by plundering the surrounding land in 1315 and, with Moray, raised the English attempt to recover the newly taken town of Berwick in 1319 by launching a devastating diversionary raid into Yorkshire.45 Twice Douglas’s efforts sought an even greater impact on the war. In the 1319 raid into Yorkshire and then again in 1322, James deliberately attempted the capture of Queen Isabella of England and her husband, Edward II, respectively. Though unsuccessful, his efforts added to the diabolical reputation of the Black Douglas.46


From 1314 to 1327 Douglas led or participated in all the chief acts in the war on the borders. In 1318 he was one of the leaders in the Scots’ capture of Berwick, a town which James reportedly said he would rather enter than the kingdom of heaven. His and Moray’s rout of the clergy and levies of York at the ‘chapter of Myton’ in 1319 and the night attack on the camp of the young Edward III in 1327 were exploits which further built James’s fame and displayed his talents. By 1327, when Douglas and Randolph outmanoeuvred the host of Edward III in Weardale, James’s reputation and ability were at their height. The Scots’ war-cry of ‘Douglas, Douglas’ recorded by an eye-witness of the night assault on Edward III’s army bore testament to the potency of his name in Anglo-Scottish warfare.47 The ‘general war between England and Scotland’ created both new demands and new opportunities for the Scottish nobility. Far more than his predecessors, James Douglas’s power and purpose revolved around the waging of war. The war, in which he was involved from 1307, was of greater intensity than any experienced by the Scots in recent centuries and Douglas, his reputation and his legacy were a product of this war. His methods and style as a leader of the ‘Scottis fay’ reflected the developing character of national conflict between England and Scotland. The English description of Douglas as a man who waged war with brutality, who, for example, mutilated any of the battle-winning English archers he captured, is the picture of a professional soldier cold-bloodedly damaging the military potential of his enemy.48 His attitude was the product of a warfare which, like the subsequent Hundred Years’ War between England and France, combined chivalric interludes with the atrocities and fervour of a prolonged clash between national communities.


The power of James Douglas and of his family was built on the front line of conflict between rival kingdoms and communities. The role of the Douglases as leaders of the Scots community in war depended on their ‘folk’, the men who looked to James and his successors for command and reward. In fourteenth-century Scotland such ties of lordship were bound up with the waging of war. The ‘cumpanny’ of the Douglas lords were armed bands, prepared to campaign with their lords. In this light, Barbour’s romanticised view of the roots of Douglas military lordship rings true in its essentials. He decribes James Douglas’s earliest support as coming from the family heartlands of Douglasdale where the influence of Thom Dicson, ‘that wes of frendis richt mychty’, was crucial in winning local support. Thomas was probably a freeholder of substance, a group vital in the local successes of the Bruce party. He had served William Douglas before 1297 and his support of James earned him and his heirs the nearby barony of Symington. Such bonds of lordship could last generations. As neighbours, followers and hereditary keepers of Douglas Castle, the lords of Symington remained servants of the Douglases for the next century and a half.49


While James could draw on the traditional influence of his family in Clydesdale, the years of war, dispossession and shifting loyalties cut across the structures of lordship elsewhere. Douglas was able to exploit this in extending his own connection and following across the south. He won the Forest for Bruce by ‘inciting or compelling the inhabitants to rebel’, the methods ascribed to his royal lord.50 The success was achieved, not just by driving out the English, but by gaining the personal submissions of local men to his authority. As with his successors in the marches, the power of James to protect and punish drew local lords into his ‘cumpanny’. Barbour describes how Laurence Abernethy, an ‘Inglis man’, a Lothian landowner in English allegiance,




quhen that he herd how it wes,


He left the Inglis mennys pes,


And till the lord Douglas richt thar


For till be leill and trew he swar;





Abernethy’s personal oath to Douglas was combined with his entry into Scottish allegiance. He was not just switching loyalties between rival realms but, with greater immediate impact, was entering the following of a great lord. With him he brought his own ‘cumpanny’ of 80 men into Douglas’s service.51 In the first half of the fourteenth century, power in the south was won by such ties of personal loyalty between nobles and followers. The Douglas lords exploited the opportunities of war to build their own armed retinues. As Douglas’s significance in war increased from 1314, so did the scale and range of his military lordship. In February 1316 he led a force drawn from across the central borders which cut up a raid of the Berwick garrison into the Merse. Douglas’s lead was followed by the major territorial lord of the region, William Soulis of Liddesdale, and by the sheriff of Roxburgh, Henry Balliol.52 His prominent role in the war gave James a significance in leading men which did not rest on conventional structures of landed status and resources. Until the 1320s his lands identified him as a minor Lanarkshire lord, but he was acknowledged as one of the principal leaders of the kingdom. Along with Randolph he led forces in war which were drawn from across the south, his authority accepted by men of greater or equal status.53


This leadership in war translated into more peaceful expressions of lordship. Men like Laurence Abernethy, who had entered Douglas’s military orbit, looked to James’s influence in politics and landholding as well. This process was fostered by the growing signs of royal trust in Douglas and the landed rewards he received from 1318 to 1320. The tenants and neighbours of these lands were natural adherents of James. For example, Douglas’s patronage and intervention on behalf of Roger Murray, a neighbour of James from Lothian, shows the creation of new connections with lesser men.54 His growing landed and political status made Douglas a natural focus of protection and support in Lothian and across the south. Even lords who were significant landowners and royal councillors, like Robert Keith, Henry Sinclair, Alexander Seton and Robert Lauder, were frequent associates of Douglas in both war and the regulation of the regional community. These men, of whom Keith and Sinclair had existing connections with the Douglases, seem to have been comfortable with the rise of James in Lothian and beyond.55


However, although the power and status of Douglas had their origins in his abilities as a war leader and protector, they also reflected the patronage and trust of the king. As The Bruce makes clear, the rise of Douglas rested on the rewards bestowed by the ‘worthy, wicht and wys’ king. From 1307 Bruce maintained the personal link with his increasingly powerful southern supporter and Douglas spent at least one sustained spell in the king’s immediate retinue, in 1309.56 After 1314, in parallel with his rising importance to the king, Douglas occupied a place in the royal circle with increasing regularity. Such contact was a vital part of the effective royal lordship which Bruce established in the kingdom. If the king looked to Douglas as a key adherent in the south as a result of the successes which he had won by his own efforts, the powers James received were as a royal lieutenant. Even in the Forest, Douglas’s power was as the king’s ‘official’, the local agent of the crown. The office of joint warden during the king’s absence in 1317 probably gave James vice-regal powers in war and justice but only in the specific period of the king’s absence.57


Such delegation of royal power to trusted supporters was a necessity of medieval government. Medieval kingship was personal. It functioned best in the presence of a ruler, but poor communications, the needs of government and, above all, a state of permanent war, made it impossible for Robert Bruce to provide continuous royal leadership across Scotland. He needed local deputies for the tasks of kingship; men with the standing and ability to perform their role but who could be trusted not to usurp royal authority. For the next century, the needs of permanent local leadership, especially in the new war-zone in the borders, made the handing of wide powers to magnates by the crown an unavoidable fact of life. Bruce acknowledged this by leaving Douglas and Randolph to prosecute the war. Royal rights of war leadership were delegated but Robert’s supremacy was maintained by his frequent presence in the south and resumption of command in warfare.


A king who had achieved such success faced no challenge from within his own following. Bruce’s links in the south with, not just Douglas and Randolph, but also the rank of influential barons like Robert Keith, Henry Sinclair and Alexander Seton who provided their principal backing in war and government, indicates the strength of royal influence in the region. Moreover, although Randolph and Douglas were men with their own regional ambitions, they were prepared to co-operate effectively in the south as lieutenants of the king. Their obedience was a testament to Robert’s authority but was also because the king had essentially given the two men their status as great lords. From 1319, Douglas’s service was rewarded with more than just royal offices. In the last ten years of Robert I’s reign, James received the rights and titles which would form the core of the Douglas dynasty’s landholding in the marches. The key estates in this network of lordships were the Forests of Jedburgh and Selkirk, where Douglas’s powers were made into hereditary fiefs, the constabulary of Lauder, the lands of Stablegordon and Westerkirk in Eskdale and Buittle in Galloway. The king’s patronage gave James lands across the south from Berwickshire through Lothian and the central borders to Galloway and Douglas itself in Lanarkshire.58


Reward for services rendered was only part of the equation. In his generosity to Douglas, King Robert was serving his own needs and what he saw as the needs of his dynasty. The timing of this sudden flow of patronage hints at these motives. Douglas received his lands long after the king had rewarded his kinsmen, Edward Bruce and Thomas Randolph. By late 1312 Bruce was lord of Galloway and Randolph, earl of Moray and lord of Annandale.59 Just as Douglas’s role as the leader of the war on the borders stemmed from Edward Bruce’s departure for Ireland, so his promotion as a landowner may have been a reaction to the death of Edward in October 1318. Only two months later, Douglas received his first grant of new lands in conjunction with being named as regent after Randolph in any minority following King Robert’s death.60 The removal of Edward created the need for a new major magnate in the south, and the forfeiture of William Soulis of Liddesdale for conspiracy against the king in 1320 further cleared the south of established landowners. James received lands taken from William Soulis in Liddesdale and in 1325 was granted Buittle, the traditional centre of the lordship of Galloway.61 The grant of Buittle, in particular, was designed to give the Douglases a base from which to control the potentially rebellious province of Galloway, replacing Edward Bruce’s role in the province. Beyond Galloway, the king was attempting to create the Douglases as a powerful landed dynasty in the south which would provide leadership in war and a focus of allegiance for lesser men. The role played by Douglas in the region as an arbitrator and guardian of religious houses was a further product of his local power. In the middle marches between Moffat and Lauder, Bruce was prepared to support these functions by granting wide estates for James Douglas from the lands and rights of the crown. The royal forests of the south were given into private hands and in 1324 the king made over powers of justice and freedom from royal exactions on goods and revenue to Douglas in all his lands.62 This was not just an alienation of rights but the recognition of the new needs of lordship in the marches. The judicial powers granted to Douglas were the basis for the potent local lordship necessary to run a military frontier. The lands and rights given to James created the legal basis for the power of the Douglases in the marches.


Bruce was not seeking to create Douglas as dominant lord in the borders. Other grants, of Annandale to Thomas Randolph, of Liddesdale to Bruce’s bastard son, Robert, and of lesser estates in the marches to Walter and Robert Stewart, the king’s son-in-law and grandson, created a network of royal kin and supporters in control of those areas most vulnerable to English pressure.63 These men were bound to the survival of the king’s regime. Their title to these lands rested on the Bruce dynasty’s rights to the crown. The fall of this dynasty would bring the return of the ‘disinherited’, the heirs of Bruce’s Scottish enemies, the Balliols, Soulis and Comyns, and English recipients of lands like the Cliffords and Percies, who cherished rival claims in the marches.64 For the next 130 years the leadership provided by Douglas lords for the Scottish cause, which at its heart was the claim of Bruce and his heirs to the kingship free of English influence, was not simply the recreation of the Good Sir James’s loyalty to his lord. Instead, the defence of Scotland was the defence of the status and power of the house of Douglas against the challenges of lords in English allegiance. The rewards of King Robert to James Douglas cemented his heirs to Scottish allegiance in the years of doubt and crisis to come after 1330. The replacement of the old lords of the region by this new Bruce ‘establishment’ marked a dramatic change in the structures of lordship in the south of Scotland. Only the Dunbars with their earldom in the eastern borders provided continuity of tenure with the thirteenth century. Even there the change of the Dunbars’ title to earl of March reflected the new reality of political society in the region.65 The lordships from Annandale to Dunbar were now in the front line of warfare. The place of magnates and lesser men in the south was to be determined by this reality over the next half century.


If the rewards and regional influence of Douglas served the king in this way, this does not deny the new status and power of James. Nor does it indicate that Douglas’s interests and ambitions were completely constrained by those of the king. The lands he received, which included the Forest, won for the king by Douglas’s own efforts, no more than reflected these ambitions. James was certainly prepared to assert his rights as lord and landowner and was involved in litigation to this end. He may even have clashed with Melrose Abbey, a house favoured by the king, over the respective rights of the monks and Douglas in Westerkirk in 1321.66 Although Bruce gave James the responsibility for defending and reconstructing the house, Douglas did not do so at the expense of the rights he had obtained. The freedom from royal exactions and jurisdiction which Douglas received for his lands also point to a nobleman keen to protect his rights from the interference of the crown. The charter of 1324 which granted him wide powers of justice was an act of royal favour in return for the king’s release of French knights captured by Douglas. While the readiness of Douglas to forego over 4000 marks owed for their ransom shows an obedience to a royal request, James received full recompense in control of justice and its profits across all his lands.67 Like his descendants in the 1450s, it was natural for Douglas to think in terms of the rights and status of his dynasty. He was from a class which was, by nature, competitive and ambitious, and Barbour’s suggestion of such a character to relations between Douglas and Randolph is not impossible.68 The two magnates closest to the king, who had shared command in war and the exercise of power in the same region without apparent friction, could still compete for fame and reward.


In the 1320s James Douglas held the power and rank of a great magnate. His actions and expectations fitted with this status. However, Bruce clearly trusted Douglas and Randolph to work together with or without his presence and intended to pass the powers of regency to the two men. The reality of Robert I’s relationship with Douglas was that the interests of king and subject coincided with the ideals of service and reward trumpeted by Barbour. Douglas fulfilled a vital role for Bruce in the war in the south but was rewarded on a scale otherwise confined to the king’s close kinsmen. Their relationship was based on a strong bond of personal lordship, which the king himself wished to express. In the charter of 1324, itself a wide grant of powers to Douglas, King Robert accompanied the document with a gift: ‘From our hand we personally invest the hand of James with a ring [set] with . . . an emerald in token of the sasine to James and the heirs of his name’.69 The gift of rings as a token of lordship was an act with a centuries-old pedigree. In 1324 it symbolised something of Bruce’s favour to James Douglas and those ‘of his name’. The power of the Douglas name in the south was to prove the greatest aristocratic creation of the king’s reign. It was little wonder that The Howlat looked back to the king as the patron of the dynasty.


To both Barbour and Holland the climax of the ‘love’ of Bruce and Douglas came at the king’s deathbed in 1329. Bruce’s request that Douglas go to war against ‘Goddis fayis’, the infidel, bearing his heart, was an act with special appeal to a medieval audience. The king’s desire, after a life of war against fellow Christians, to strike a blow against Islam was a goal claimed by many contemporary rulers. The choice of Douglas to fulfill this goal was presented as the choice of the best man in the kingdom to stand in the place of the king. It was a mark of the highest honour and James was aware of it. Barbour describes the making of a silver casket in which the king’s heart was hung round Douglas’s neck, and other contemporaries describe James holding court in the style of the king on his journey. With him was a ‘nobill cumpanny’ which included followers of James and the king, the Sinclairs, Keiths and Logans. In his progress round the coasts of France, Flanders and Portugal, the fame of Douglas as well as Bruce was being spread.70 The aim of his pilgrimage was Spain, where the Moorish kingdom of Granada represented the closest frontier with Islam for western Crusaders. The arrival of Douglas on the continental stage, where his successors were to follow, was to be short-lived. He joined the army of Alphonso XI of Castile and in early August 1330 was outside the walls of the Moorish town of Teba de Ardales. Three weeks later Douglas and the bulk of his men were dead. He was killed in the course of a Christian victory, cut off from the Christian army by error or rashness. James, who, to the amazement of Spanish knights who knew his reputation, had come through the English war with unscarred face, was killed in his first fight against the ‘Sarazenis’. By the time of Barbour and Holland even this death was no defeat. Douglas had died in battle against the infidel, an act of spiritual merit in itself, but Barbour further describes Douglas dying to save a follower, William Sinclair, cut off by the Moors in battle. The Howlat goes further. Douglas, determined not to outlive the king, hurled the heart into the midst of the enemy, to die as he lived, following his lord. The ‘bludy hert’ of Bruce, borne with pride in the family arms after 1330, was in both the Bruce and The Howlat a symbol of unshakeable service to the royal hero of late medieval Scotland.71


During the next 120 years this symbol had its own political value. For the house of Douglas, the heart was a sign of their founder’s qualities of loyalty, chivalry and patriotic bravery and the territorial rewards these earned. As early as 1342 Robert Bruce’s son, David II, reminded James’s heirs that the family’s lands had been received on account of ‘the faithful deeds and good services of James lord of Douglas in defence of our realm’. But Bruce’s heart symbolised a relationship between king and magnate worth ‘mair . . . than ony lordschipe or land’, as Holland put it.72 The ‘love’ of Bruce was used as a warrant for the special place of James’s successors in the kingdom. A tradition of loyalty and service to crown and community was to be balanced by reminders to the heirs of Bruce of the honour and status due to the heirs of Douglas. In his winning of the south James was to prove more than Bruce’s adherent. He was also the founder of his family’s dominance in the marches, a dominance which would be maintained, after 1330, not by royal patronage but by border warfare and dynastic ambition.
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CHAPTER TWO


The Knight of Liddesdale and the Lord of Douglas


THE DISINHERITED


The first crisis of the house of Douglas as great lords in southern Scotland followed hard on the heels of James’s death in battle with the Moors. The final achievement of Douglas’s master in winning a peace with England which recognised his authority in an independent Scotland outlived King Robert by less than five years. By 1334 this independent kingdom, the Bruce dynasty and the house of Douglas all seemed to have fallen before the renewed assault of the English crown and its allies. The heirs of both Bruce and Douglas had been forced to flee into French exile and their lands had been overrun by their enemies. The eventual survival and revival of both the Bruce claim to Scotland and the house of Douglas’s place in the marches was the product of warfare waged in the three decades after the death of the ‘Good Sir James’. This second great Anglo-Scottish war brought no second triumph for royal leadership in Scotland. The principal fighters and victors in this war were the Scottish nobility. Across the whole kingdom, and especially in the front line of conflict in the marches, the years from 1330 to 1360 saw the forging of a new set of rules and relationships in Scotland which would last for a century. In the south, the Douglases were at the heart of these new relationships as magnates, and later earls, whose power dominated the central marches.


Despite James’s death, the house of Douglas quickly resumed its place among the leaders of the Bruce regime when war returned to Scotland in 1332. Edward Balliol, claimant to his father John’s lost Scottish throne, invaded the kingdom by sea with the backing of the ‘disinherited’, lords denied their lands in Scotland by the victory of King Robert.1 These irreconcilable enemies of the Bruce party won a crushing victory over a huge Scots army at Dupplin Moor near Perth in August 1332. The defeat threw the Scots back on the resources of individual leaders. Among them was Archibald Douglas, half-brother of James and the man in control of the Douglas lands for his nephew, James’s young son, William. The reputation and following of his brother made Archibald one of the leading Bruce partisans after Dupplin, but it was immediate military success which brought him wider powers. With the new guardian, his distant cousin, Andrew Murray, Archibald led a devastating attack on Galloway which had risen in support of ‘its special lord’ Edward Balliol. Four months later Douglas followed this by driving ‘Edward king of Scots’ in flight out of Annandale and into England.2


It was as ‘the principal adviser in . . . the confounding of the king’ and as a leader and recruiter of ‘a great band of men’, as much as the heir to his brother’s influence, that Archibald was made guardian of the kingdom after Murray’s capture. The choice was probably made by those under arms in the south of Scotland rather than in any formal assembly, but Archibald’s success in local raids did not prepare him for full-scale conflict. In early 1333 Edward III king of England entered the war on Balliol’s behalf and laid siege to Berwick. Its loss was inconceivable to Archibald. He raised a huge army and, having failed to repeat his brother’s feat of lifting a siege by raiding into northern England, he resorted to pitched battle to save the town. The result was a second huge defeat for the Bruce party on Halidon Hill. The guardian himself was killed in the fight. To later historians he was ‘the Tyneman’, or the loser, but Archibald’s career was not simply about the carnage at Halidon. His few months of leadership had shown the link between military success and political and territorial power which would characterise aristocratic ambitions for the rest of the century. Defeat of Balliol at Annan brought more than just the guardianship. In early 1333 Archibald, lacking any legal right, had seized the vacant lordship of Liddesdale during his march through the borders. Leadership in war was allied to the search for personal lordship which no longer needed royal sanction. There were men with Archibald who remembered Liddesdale and did not forget the ‘Tyneman’s’ brief dominance.3


After Halidon the house of Douglas was far from dominant. Young William of Douglas had been cut down alongside his uncle. In the face of English enemies and Scottish rivals, the new lord of Douglas was Hugh, James’s surviving half-brother, a cleric without ability or energy. His nearest heirs were the young sons of Archibald, John and William, soon to depart for French exile alongside the child king, David Bruce. There was only one other male offshoot of the senior line of Douglas. The bastard son of the ‘Good Sir James’, a second Archibald, must have seemed a figure of limited importance even in the chaos after Halidon. Yet this Archibald, whose nickname of ‘The Grim’ was testament to both his character and his methods, was to rise to rule both the house of Douglas and much of southern Scotland, and, in a career which spanned seven decades, it was Archibald the Grim who would be the real founder of the Black Douglas dynasty.4


There was an even greater threat to the Douglases than the deaths at Halidon. In the aftermath of the battle Edward Balliol fulfilled his agreement with his new overlord. In June 1334 Balliol ceded the six sheriffdoms of the south, Lothian, Berwick, Roxburgh, Selkirk, Peebles and Dumfries, to the control of the English king. For the landowners of the south, unlike the rest of Scotland, war was again about allegiance to English or Scottish kingdom. For men of the Douglas name the stakes were higher still. The greatest landed rewards of James Douglas, the forests of Selkirk, Ettrick and Jedburgh, were to become royal possessions of Edward III of England while the estates received by forfeiture of Bruce’s enemies were reclaimed by their ‘disinherited’ heirs.5 With their rights to virtually all the lands of the family challenged by the English king and his vassals, there was no place for the Douglases in any Balliol regime. While lords like the Steward and the earl of Fife could seek temporary agreements with Edward Balliol, Douglas survival depended on active and forcible resistance to both England and the ‘disinherited’. Robert I’s patronage had inextricably bound the Douglases to ‘the Scottis fay’, the phrase used by Scots to describe adherence to the Bruce regime and identify it as a patriotic or national cause. Between the 1330s and 1350s this allegiance, encouraged by self-interest, would see the Douglases emerge as natural leaders of the ‘national’ party in the new English ‘pale’ of southern Scotland.
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