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DAVID R. ROSS, with his Scottish sense of the ridiculous, coupled with a bit of Celtic irony, wrote as part of the author profile for his On the Trail of William Wallace book:


‘He was born near Glasgow at a very young age, and can trace his family tree back to at least the 1950s.’


This, of course, was meant to be a joke, and an antidote to all the books he has read where the authors tell of their own personal family trees, and how they can trace their own history back to the Norman Conquest of England.


Alas, he has been dismayed at the several communications he has received saying that surely all of us were born at a very young age. Even worse were the instructions on how one could use birth certificates to trace one’s ancestry, and that to go further back than the 1950s is a reasonably easy process.


He would like to state that he was indeed born at a very young age, and that as he has no idea of his grandfather’s name, he cannot trace his family tree back very far. Being Scottish, he would have no objection to someone else paying for the research required to find his lineage, but he already knows it probably is a long list of sheep stealers, caterans and vagabonds.


He would like to think that some of his blood was at Bannockburn and Stirling Bridge, albeit in a lowly position.


He in fact stated in his book A Passion for Scotland that he would have liked to have stood in the front line at Bannockburn, although the timing of his Scottishness was a bit out. He was most tickled when that book was reviewed in the Scots Magazine, and the reviewer made mention of this statement, adding that he himself would have been happy to have settled for the televised highlights!


He would also like to point out that if a particular book is not written by ‘David R. Ross’, then it is not him, as there are several writers by that name without the middle initial. He hopes that he has many years left yet to roar about his beloved Scotland on his motorcycle, discovering the sites where the ancestors of his people made their marks.


We, as Scots, only have the lease of this land for a lifetime each, and as there are only five million of us, Ross regards himself as a very lucky man indeed.


This book is not meant as a be-all-and-end-all guide to Scotland. It is just a tour round some of the places Ross has had fun discovering, and he very much hopes that you have fun touring round this most ancient of realms too.
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Preface


I WENT TO PICK up my friend Ross from his work in Airdrie. He was waiting for me as I pulled up in the car. There was a girl with him who he worked beside. Her name was Gail. The three of us went for a drink, and I asked Gail what she had done before her current employment. She told me she had been at art school, but hadn’t finished the course. She told me about a project she had done entitled ‘Desire Lines’. ‘What’s a desire line?’, I asked, as it was a term I was not familiar with. She explained. ‘You know how planners build pathways across grassy areas or other stretches of ground? And how they tend to build these walkways with right angles? Well, you know how you always see a path worn across the grass because people have taken the shorter route – the route they wish to take rather than the one the planners have laid out for them? That is a desire line. It is the people’s desire to take that line rather than the one that has been laid out for them.’


That is what this book is.


A collection of my desire lines. A route put together to give you a picture of my Scotland, and how I perceive it.




Introduction


THIS BOOK IS A tour round the Scotland I love. There is not really a rhyme or reason to the route. When I came to each junction, I thought about what was in either direction, and followed my nose. It could be a difficult decision, as there was so much that I could take you to see in either direction. As I travelled on, it all really started to write itself.


I know that many folk hate to see road numbers written out, but I could not think of a better way to give you directions, and it is generally these road-designation numbers that are written on each sign you come to, so it made sense.


I just hope some of this is inspiring enough to get you to go and see for yourself. At the end of the day, I’m just an ordinary Scot who has a deep love for my country, its landscape, its history, and for the future of its people.


Caledonia has been everything I’ve ever had. And I may occasionally be lucky enough to wander the planet a little, and see other lands and cultures. But when I return and cross the border, that little sign does not say ‘Welcome to Scotland’ to me. It just says ‘home’.
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CHAPTER ONE


Where Black and White Merge and Become Grey


THE JOURNEY BEGINS AT SOUTHWAITE SERVICES ON THE M6. THE ROUTE GOES TO CARLISLE, TO BRAMPTON, AND LANERCOST, AND THEN FOLLOWS HADRIAN’S WALL. NORTHWARDS TO BELLINGHAM, OTTERBURN, THEN UP REDESDALE TO CARTER BAR ON THE BORDER.


I’M STARTING THIS book about my Scotland in the north of England.


That may seem strange. But so much of Scotland’s history is written across the northern shires of her southern neighbour that I hope that this chapter will make some sense as it unfolds.


Where do I start this journey? All journeys have a beginning, and I have mulled this over and decided to place my starting point at Southwaite Service station on the M6. It stands some 15 miles south of the Scottish border in that great northern shire of England, Cumbria.


It is a handy reference point. Most visitors to Scotland approach by the M6. But it is a little more than this. Many times when accompanying friends driving south, they have said ‘We’ll push on to Southwaite before we stop for petrol’, or breakfast, or whatever. This is because it is ‘over the border’. A psychological barrier has been crossed. So it would seem as good a place as any to start – the Southwaite Services northbound. The last services in England – and we pull out on to the M6, heading towards Scotland – but not across the border just yet. There is much of Scotland’s story written in this area, etched onto the landscape, and I want to visit it first, and for you to come with me. It is only a few minutes to Carlisle. ‘The Border City’, state the guide books.


Let’s drive into Carlisle, but let’s look at the place from a Scottish perspective. Carlisle is an ancient town, and of course the fact that it stands so close to the border with Scotland means that much of the history of the two countries has been intertwined there.


The ancient town was based around its two main edifices, the castle and the cathedral. They were originally both constructed in the same era – the late 1000s. The core of the castle as it stands today is the original Norman keep. The Normans introduced the art of building mighty castles in stone into England after their conquest of that country in 1066. This original keep stands tall, overlooking the later additions and curtain walls, all standing on a defensive bank above the River Eden. The castle has a grim aspect, a reminder of lordly power, and retains even in today a certain air of malevolence. This has not the kindly aspect of a German Schloss or proud Scots tower house. Perhaps I have a bias, as I know that it has proved to be a structure where many of my countrymen have entered, never to leave. The more I look at it, the more it seems to compound that feeling of grimness that seems to emanate from the red stone itself.


William Wallace, one of Scotland’s great heroes, was here during the invasion of England in the winter of 1297–8, after his stunning victory over the forces of that country at Stirling Bridge the previous September.


The castle was far too hard a nut for the Scots to crack, Scotland being a comparatively poor country, and unable to find the resources needed to build and transport the mighty siege engines required to reduce such a massive structure.


The Scots under Wallace did gather at the walls here, and demanded the surrender of the fortress, but I’m sure the English garrison realised what empty threats these were, and chose to ignore them, safe behind their massive walls. This was not Wallace’s only visit to Carlisle, as after his shameful betrayal and capture near Glasgow in 1305, he was brought by back roads to the border and handed over to English lords here, then taken onwards to Smithfield in London for his hideous execution. This took away one of our great freedom fighters who had defended us from the yoke of English rule. But it also gave us a martyr who gave all he had for Scotland. Wallace has been adored by the Scots ever since. Hollywood realised the figurehead that Wallace was when it released the movie Braveheart in 1995, a version of the struggle of Wallace’s life – and his dream of bringing freedom to his people. It brought William Wallace to a worldwide audience, and that audience, no matter their culture or creed, could identify with the essential right we have to decide the destiny for our own people.


After Wallace’s murder for a crime he was not guilty of committing – that of treason – his mantle was donned just a few months later by Robert the Bruce, the hero-king of Scots.


King Robert suffered many setbacks early in his reign (1306–29), having not only to fight the English, but to combat many Scots who put the good of England before that of their own nation. Two of his brothers, Thomas and Alexander, effected a landing in southwest Scotland, at Loch Ryan in Galloway, having sailed with a body of men from Kintyre and Ireland. This landing met with complete disaster: the Bruce brothers and others were captured, Alexander badly wounded, and taken to the castle at Carlisle. They had been betrayed by Scots sympathetic to the cause of England. On the orders of King Edward I of England, nicknamed ‘Longshanks’, these captives were hanged and beheaded. The heads of the Irish sub-king, Malcolm MacQuillan, Sir Reginald Crawford and Alexander Bruce were fixed to the three gates of Carlisle. Thomas Bruce’s head was affixed to the top of the castle keep.


I often glance at the ramparts of the castle and think of poor Thomas. I seem to be unusual in this respect. I suppose most people drive by the castle without even a glance or a thought of its history.


Alexander Bruce was a scholar at Cambridge – in fact, he was regarded as the best of his time – and his horrific death was regretted by many who had known him from his days spent there.


Edward Longshanks is a name abhorred in Scotland. He was a potent and warlike king, and the armies of England were extremely powerful in those days – indeed, they were probably the best-trained in Christendom. Unfortunately for Scotland, Longshanks was determined to expand his borders, and he coveted the realm that bordered his to the north. Tens of thousands of Scots died trying to thwart his ambitions.


He died close to Carlisle, after spending a few days here. He had had a seizure – he was in his late sixties, a great age for these days, but news of the continued gains of King Robert the Bruce reached him, and he rose from his sickbed to wage war once again against Scotland. He donated the litter in which he had been carried to Carlisle to the cathedral, and marched his army a little northwest to the village of Burgh by Sands in order to cross the Solway Firth at low tide and land on Scottish soil. But it was not to be. A little north of the village he suffered a stroke and realised his end was near. Legend states that he ordered his son, later Edward II, to place his body into a pot of water, where it could be boiled till the flesh fell from the bones. These bones were to be carried onwards into Scotland till that nation was entirely crushed. The flesh could be discarded. Longshanks’ son was somewhat different in temperament to his father. He had his father’s brain and entrails removed, his body embalmed and sent south to Westminster Abbey where it still lies, in the chapel of Edward the Confessor. I make a point of going to visit him every time I am in London – just to remind him we are still around. I like to lean over his sarcophagus, face close to his on the other side of the cold stone, and tell him ‘still here Eddie!’


The brain and entrails – the brain that killed Wallace, the brain that started all the animosity between my nation and his – were taken to the abbey of Holm Cultram, in the village of Abbeytown, some 18 miles west-southwest of Carlisle, and there interred. Strangely enough, the father of King Robert the Bruce is also buried at Holm Cultram, and his gravestone is on show, standing upright in the porch of the abbey. It is typical of graveslabs of that time, having an intricate floral work carved into the stone, which I believe represents the tree of life.


A pillar out on the grassland of the southern edges of the Solway, just north of Burgh by Sands marks where Edward Longshanks breathed his last. I have stood there many times, and in all sorts of weather, looking out over the water to the hills of Scotland, the same view that he saw as he moved on to hell. It is a place for contemplation. He tried so hard to enslave my people, and although he often rode over the face of my country, he never ruled us. I curse him as I take a last look at his memorial, and turn on my heel to climb back on my motor cycle parked a few hundred metres south at the road end.


Perhaps he and I will meet in the afterlife? It takes away any fear I have of death, as I look forward to having a square go with him, as we say in Scotland – stripped to the waist and no nipping!


Perhaps this is the place to remark on how Burgh by Sands should be pronounced. I mentioned Burgh by Sands once at a talk I was doing about the Scottish Wars of Independence, and said it just as you see it written. A member of the audience, who originated from the area of Carlisle, informed me that it was actually pronounced ‘Bruffby Sands’.


Well, there you go!


I can imagine the news of Edward Longshanks’ death spreading out across Scotland, and the sighs of relief this news would have produced, not least from King Robert.


*****


Carlisle Cathedral, where Longshanks donated his litter, is a jewel of a building. It has always been a place to fascinate and intrigue, although it has not been a place of happiness for many Scots, it having been used as prison at times, building of worship notwithstanding.


There is original wood panelling inside, all hand-painted with biblical tales, which has withstood all that the centuries have thrown at it. Some of the woodwork is magnificent. My favourite touch in the building is the face of the Virgin Mary in the ceiling. It looks as if she is staring through a hole in the roof, looking directly down on the congregation. Put there by some mason to cow them into terror of the afterlife, no doubt.


Once on a visit to the cathedral, a member of staff told me a story. Whether it is true, I have no way of knowing, but it sounded feasible enough, and it was a good yarn too. When the railway came to Carlisle in the 1800s, it had been decided to build the tracks passing right by the cathedral. One of the local dignitaries took exception to this – quite rightly so – and did all in his power to have the line moved elsewhere. The line was moved, thereby saving this ancient edifice from having the indignity of railway tracks running by it. But it turned out that the track was routed close by the aforementioned dignitary’s house. In revenge, the railway companies, who had had to spend extra money re-routing the line, instructed their drivers to blow their whistles every time they passed his property, day or night, thereby ensuring he got no respite and was rudely awakened whenever possible. This of course was the best part of 200 years ago – but today drivers still sound their horn when passing the spot. Asked why they did this, they replied that when they became drivers, other drivers told them to sound their horn at that spot – but they had no idea why!


The cathedral held prisoners who had been captured in the 1745 rising led by Prince Charles Edward Stuart – or as he is better known, Bonnie Prince Charlie. Charlie was of the direct line of Stuart (or Stewart) kings of Scotland, but their throne had been usurped by the Germanic House of Hanover, who had ousted them from the ‘British’ throne. Charlie landed in Scotland, gathering the Highland Clans to his standard, and had marched as far south as Derby, deep into England. But circumstances stopped him pushing on to London. On the army’s retreat, many wounded and unfit men were left behind at Carlisle. When the Hanoverian forces under William Duke of Cumberland captured the city, these poor souls were kept in the cathedral and the castle, before being executed in the most horrific manner, being hung, drawn and quartered. This was the English idea of punishment for treason. It involves being hanged, but taken down while conscious. Then the victim’s stomach is cut open, and his intestines drawn out while he is still alive. Then the butchery is completed with the body being quartered, or cut to pieces. It seems to be derived from the idea of the dead arising on Judgement Day – so the English were determined that anyone who opposed them would have no body to face the risen lord, so would be damned forever.


It is from these executions that the famous ballad Loch Lomond takes its lyrics, where a condemned man said to his sweetheart:




You take the high road


And I’ll take the low road


But I’ll be in Scotland afore ye,





meaning that his spirit would fly to his beloved hills of home. Another reminder of the times of Charlie exists in the Marks and Spencer store in the centre of town. This building stands on the site of what was his headquarters in Carlisle, and it has an inscription on its frontage to announce this fact. Unfortunately William Duke of Cumberland also stayed within this building, and his name is etched in the stonework at the other end of the building.


Mary, Queen of Scots, was another visitor to the cathedral. She had fled to England seeking sanctuary from some of the lords of Scotland, after her defeat at the Battle of Langside at Glasgow. The English saw her as a threat to the reign of their Elizabeth I, and during the early days of her long captivity she was held within the castle, but allowed to worship at the cathedral.


Mary, who lived in the sixteenth century, is probably the most famous Scotswoman ever – on a worldwide basis. Her life story has always intrigued, and she has been the subject of many books and films. Her tragic life came to an end at Fotheringhay Castle, now gone, where she was beheaded. She was buried first at Peterborough Cathedral, but was later moved to Westminster Abbey. I don’t know if I would relish sharing a building for eternity with Longshanks!


Before we leave Carlisle, we should bring an account of the Border reivers into the equation. The reivers were the warlike clans that lived, as their name suggests, in the border country of Scotland and England – Elliots, Armstrongs, Johnstones, Scotts and Maxwells. There was no-one who was really too sure of the line of the actual border, and the borderland north and east of Carlisle became known as the ‘Debatable Land’. These reivers liked nothing better than to raid over the border into England, or vice versa, to do a bit of cattle rustling.


Families had inter-married on both sides of the border, and allegiances were forged which transcended the allegiance owed to the kings of Scotland and England, and the perfect example of this is the story of Kinmont Willie.


Kinmont Willie, or more properly, William Armstrong of Kinmont, was the laird of a small border estate at Morton Rig. He had incurred the wrath of the English Warden of the West March, Lord Scrope. Let me explain. To try and keep the peace, the monarchs of both Scotland and England had appointed wardens of their respective border areas, one for each of the east, middle and west marches, or areas where the borders march against each other, so there were six in all, three Scots, three English. Lord Scrope became increasingly tired of the incursions Kinmont Willie made into Cumberland and Northumberland in northern England, stealing cattle and gear, through the 1580s and on into the 1590s. In one audacious raid, he was identified as the leader of a thousand Scots border horsemen who raided into English Tynedale and drove off over a thousand head of cattle!


One day Kinmont Willie was riding down the banks of the Liddel Water, when he was spotted by two hundred English horsemen, who then chased him for three or four miles before he was taken prisoner. He was promptly carried to the castle at Carlisle, locked in a dungeon and clamped in irons. It was the night of 17 March 1596.


When word of Kinmont’s capture was brought to Lord Scrope’s opposite number on the Scottish side, Walter Scott of Buccleuch (pronounced Buck-loo), an ancestor of the famous Scottish writer, Sir Walter Scott, he was outraged. In the words of the old border ballad about Kinmont Willie:




And have they e’en taken him, Kinmont Willie,


Without either dread or fear?


And forgotten that the bold Buccleuch


Can back a steed or shake a spear?





It took about a month for Buccleuch to make his move. At a horse race at Langholm on 12 April, arrangements were made to rectify the situation. In the dark of that night, the 13th, horsemen gathered at Kinmont Willie’s tower of Morton Rig, some 80 in all. They included Armstrongs, including Kinmont’s seven sons, Buccleuch’s own Scotts, and Elliots from Liddesdale. They set off in the dark to cover the miles to Carlisle Castle. The utter darkness in the border hills and mosses of that April night would not have proved to be a great drawback to these riders. It was said that these reivers could sit a horse before they could walk, and could sense their way through the darkness of the Debatable Land.


The Scots carried ladders with them, but looking at the strength of the castle at Carlisle, it is obvious that there was help within these ominous walls. As said, inter-marriage and alliances gave people a foothold on either side of the border. Kinmont Willie obviously had friends and admirers in the castle garrison – or maybe they were bribed to turn a blind eye or give information. Certainly, Buccleuch knew exactly where Kinmont was within this mighty keep, and he was bodily lifted by a sturdy reiver by the name of Red Rowan, and carried outside, still chained and shackled.


Scrope’s later report stated that the guard was ‘on sleep or gotten under some covert to defend themselves from the violence of the weather’. The Scots rode hurriedly for the Scots border at the River Esk, and on to a blacksmith’s cottage between Longtown and Langholm, where the smith was roused to break off the chains.


Legend tells us how the smith’s daughter, then only a child, recalled this incident in later life. She continued that she ‘saw in the grey of the morning, more gentlemen that she had ever seen before in one place, all on horseback, in armour, and dripping wet – and that Kinmont Willie, who sat woman fashion behind one of them, was the biggest carle (rogue) she ever saw – and that there was much merriment in the company.’


And with no little wonder. One look at the keep of the castle of Carlisle gives one a good grounding of the difficulties inherent in springing a prisoner from within. So many Scots entered this place, never to come out alive, that it was obviously inside help that enabled Kinmont Willie to make his escape back to Scotland. Prisoners have carved their names into the stonework of the walls, and these remain in mute testament to the poor souls incarcerated here.


The castle today has an exhibition inside to tell the story of some of the Jacobite prisoners captured fighting for Bonnie Prince Charlie, but a visit should be made to the city’s Tullie House Museum, which tells much of the history of Carlisle through the ages, displaying artefacts from the Roman occupation, Hadrian’s Wall running just a little north of Carlisle itself, and exhibits taking us right through all the conflict with Scotland that this frontier settlement faced down the centuries.


*****


Driving east from Carlisle, we head towards the little town of Brampton, heading east on the A69, crossing the M6 as we go. The M6 of course leads north to Scotland itself, but there is much to see in this border country yet that has a Scottish slant to it – so Scotland itself can wait while we explore. The M6 comes to an abrupt halt at Carlisle, and the last ten miles to the border goes on a downgrade to a dual carriageway – a stretch of road the Scots refer to as the ‘Carlisle Corridor’. The M74 coming south from Scotland stops at the border, as there was only the jurisdiction available on the Scots side, of course, to take it that far. The English obviously feel that their motorway reaches their northernmost city, so why extend it north to the Scots border?


This pigheadedness alone should be enough to make your average Scot question the pros and cons of the Union with England. Not that I would be happy with Union for gain. Bruce was described once by an Englishman as ‘a Scot born in Scotland’ – and that is what I am, and all I require. There is no attraction in my people being part of a conglomerate that treats them with disdain, there is no attraction because I am a Scot and that is the crux of any debate about Unionism for me. Why? I am Scottish. That’s it. No more debate than that.


Brampton is a lovely wee market town. I remember when all the east–west traffic passed through it, but the town has now been by-passed, bringing it an air of tranquility.


I remember being in the centre of the town when there was two minutes’ silence held for the terrorist bombing of the World Trade Centre, and all the town went silent, everyone standing stock still on the pavements. I had just come out of a baker’s, clutching a pint of milk and a bag of various bits and pieces for lunch. Like most bikers, I am happy to scan the passing shops for a baker’s when hunger sets in, and like to buy a pie of sorts or a sandwich (scone and butter an added delight if available) along with the ubiquitous pint of milk, then I sit down by my bike to consume the lot, taking in my surroundings while doing so.


Brampton has its core laid out around its old market square, and markets still take place regularly. The little street which runs north from the market square in the centre of town is High Cross Street. There is a shoe shop on the right, a little white building dating from 1603 – the year that James VI of Scotland inherited the throne of England. It bears a plaque, telling of an event in this building’s history, which took place in 1745. Bonnie Prince Charlie stayed here; half of his army camped or lodged in the vicinity while the other half besieged Carlisle. They were successful in taking Carlisle, of course, and word was brought to Charles here, whereupon he set off to ride in triumph into the city.


As word came to Charles, he must have thought that all his endeavours were coming to fruition. A successful landing in Scotland, followed by the rising of the clans, marching south into Edinburgh, Scotland’s capital, then the fall of this northern English city. It would seem that all was going his way at this stage, and his heart must have been full at the prospect of regaining the throne of his ancestors. It was not to be, however; all the hopes and dreams were smashed forever on the battlefield of Culloden in 1746.


There is a monument, a relic of the darker side of the ’45, as it is known in Scotland, in Brampton. If you take Gelt Road, running south from the town centre, then turn right on to Capon Tree Road, in a little cul-de-sac at this road’s end is the site of the original ‘Capon Tree’ from which this road takes its name. A stone marks the site of the Capon Tree, standing among trees that, on my last visit, were dripping with rain. As I stood reading the inscription on the stone, rain started to drip from me too, but it brought a certain poignancy to the scene.


‘This Stone is placed to mark the site of the ancient Capon Tree under whose shade the judges of assize rested and upon whose branches were executed October XXI MDCCXLVI for adherence to the cause of the Royal Line of Stewart. Colonel James Innes, Captain Patrick Lindesay, Ronald MacDonald, Thomas Park, Peter Taylor, Michael Delard. These six men were executed here for supporting Charles’s cause.’


These poor souls breathed their last here, for their loyalty to the Royal House of Scotland. If it were not for the rain, I would have been able to see Scotland, only a dozen miles to the north, its hills visible from here on a reasonably clear day. To me, it seems a hellish end to die within sight of Scotland, but without being on the soil of home. I saluted these men as I dripped my way back to the bike to continue my journey.


Making one’s way back down to the town centre, and passing the shoe shop that was Charles’ headquarters, at the junction at the main road, we turn right and on the edge of town you will spot the signposts pointing the way down a side road to your left that leads to Lanercost Priory. The priory sits in a vale of the River Irthing, and it is a place I have much affection for. I love the old bridge over the river as you approach the Priory, built in 1722, superseded by a later structure from the 1960s, but it is nice to pull in and walk over the old bridge.


There is a little sign as you drive through the old archway into the priory grounds, that bears a sign requesting motorists to retract car aerials as the cattle will chew them. Signs like this always bring a smile to my face.


Although much of Lanercost is in ruins, part is still roofed and used for services. You are allowed access to the part of the church that is still used, and you pay a small fee to explore the rest of the ruins. There are some interesting old tombs in the body of the ruins of the Dacre and De Vaux families, and the nearby graveyard is worth a wander. It may sound a bit macabre, but history of course entails dealing with people who have passed on, so I always enjoy roaming old tombs, churches and graveyards, just to read inscriptions and learn the story of some of the people interred there.


Before you enter the door of the priory, turn and look at the old manor house that stands on your right, with its lead latticed windows. This building, still in use, is known as the ‘guest house’. It was constructed as a headquarters for Edward I, Longshanks, near the end of his reign. He based himself at Lanercost to direct the sphere of operations in his war against Scotland, so England was actually ruled from here at one point in its history.


Wallace was here during his invasion of England in the winter of 1297–8. The monks at Lanercost, like many groups of monks all over Europe at that time, were the news gatherers of their day, and they wrote chronicles containing all the snippets of information that come to them. The Lanercost Chronicle has survived, and it gives us much information about the Wars of Independence that Scotland fought against English overlordship in the late thirteenth and through much of the fourteenth century. Due to Lanercost’s proximity to the border with Scotland, it is an invaluable guide to these times. A copy of the script, translated into modern language, is available at Carlisle Library, and many extracts from the chronicle are copied into modern academic history books.


The English monks of course abhorred Wallace’s lowborn status, and did not see him as a worthy adversary to their mighty king Edward. As Wallace’s men ransacked their way through the northern shires of England during their invasion, and visited the priory itself, the monks recorded it – and vented their spleen against William Wallace himself.


The chronicle is, as you can imagine, very biased towards the English point of view, with vitriol directed against the Scots wherever possible. I have no idea where the original chronicle is now – probably kept at some institution in England’s south – but I would love to see it.


Lanercost benefited hugely from the wars with Scotland, becoming a wealthy place with the riches looted from Scotland’s border abbeys, but its attraction is the people who have walked these flagstones and looked at that roofline before me. Wallace, Scotland’s great enemy Edward Longshanks, and our own hero-king, Robert the Bruce, who stayed here during one of his incursions into northern England. As I approach Lanercost, I can see it sitting in its green vale, just as they did.


Robert the Bruce was the only king Scotland ever had who managed to gain military superiority over the English on a sustained scale. He eventually wrested control over all the north of England, the cry ‘the Scots are coming’ creating terror all the way to Preston in the west and the Humber estuary in the east. Bruce was well aware that enforced control of another nation was a hateful thing, but it was the only avenue open to him to try and gain complete recognition from England of Scotland’s status as a country free from overlordship. He succeeded in this quest only a year before his death in 1329, the English commissioners signing the document known as the Treaty of Edinburgh in 1328 recognising this fact. But his life’s work had been completed.


His was an extraordinary life. As a teenager, I began to learn his story, and the more I delved into his character, the more impressed and personally humbled I became. He fought incredible odds – and he prevailed. What a man! He had luck on his side too, as he had a band of captains, each a hero in himself. The good Sir James of Douglas, Thomas Randolph, later to be regent of Scotland in Bruce’s son David II’s minority, King Robert’s brother Edward, Walter Stewart, Neil Campbell, Hugh Ross, and many others. He also had the backing of the church in Scotland, a highly influential body at this time, who were firmly behind the fight for Scotland’s liberation.


It inspires me to be able to visit places that he knew well – the fact that Lanercost’s glory has come from much Scottish deprivation notwithstanding.


Leaving Lanercost, you turn right out of the gate and continue on the road that you were on. The road climbs, and after a mile or two you will notice that there are undulations at the roadside, which run parallel with your route. These are the first traces of Hadrian’s Wall – the northwest boundary of the Roman Empire. Bits of stonework start to appear, and then you can make out the few courses of masonry that remain of defensive towers.


The Romans arrived at the borders of what we now know as Scotland around the end of the first century AD. There were various battles between the legions and the local tribes, but the Romans prevailed and built some forts deep in Scottish (the Romans called what we know as Scotland ‘Caledonia’) territory. The Caledonian tribes overran these forts and one of the crack legions was brought forward to deal with these ‘rebels’. The Ninth Legion, a Hispanic legion, was sent north, but never returned, their fate silently lost in an unrecorded massacre.


The Emperor Hadrian decided that Caledonia was not worth the loss of another legion, and built his great wall – 70 miles from sea to sea.


You are now high above the north side of the River Irthing, which flows down by Lanercost, and the countryside to the south is laid out before you. Tantalising glimpses show hills in the distance to the north – Scotland. There always seems to have been a change here. A change of character, of attitude. The Romans knew that the tribes to the north of this line were different in temperament to those to the south.


The Romans did push into Caledonia, of course, building the Antonine Wall further north, but it was only for a short duration and the Roman influence never created the impact it made further south.


The further you drive away from the main centres of civilisation, like the Carlisle, area, the more you come across relatively unscathed stretches of wall, due simply to the fact that the wall has proved to be a convenient quarry for the best part of two millennia, and the remoter bits were left alone.


As I drive along its length on the bike, and watch how the wall undulates over the terrain, I often wonder what the guards on patrol thought as they gazed to the north, here on the edge of their vast empire. Most probably ‘What the hell am I doing here? It’s bloody freezing, and it looks like rain again’, in Latin, of course.


I look at the work involved in building this wall, and marvel at it. The dressed stone, the forts, the military supply roads. I often wonder what the men who laboured so hard on this would make of it if they could see it now. Stretches depleted of its stone, stretches gone completely. All those millions of man-hours – and for what? It lies abandoned, although its builders probably thought it would last a thousand years in its full working order. They would probably think, ‘I worked my fingers to the bone, and it lies forlorn, nothing much more than a tourist attraction.’ Seems such a waste somehow.


It has been pointed out to me that I have spent a fair proportion of my life working out in gyms, and at the end of the day, for what? Hmmm. There is a moral there. Not sure what it is, but it’s there somewhere.


*****


Follow this road from Lanercost on, passing vestiges of wall and military way (the Roman marching and supply route) till the remains of the camp of Birdoswald is reached. There is a small museum here, basic in its outlook, but east of here the wall stretches away into the distance, much more impressive than hitherto. The outline of the camp here is quite well-defined, but I recommend walking to the rear of the camp and looking at the stupendous drop down to the river, the same River Irthing that flows by Lanercost, and the view to the countryside beyond.


Back on the road, which takes a right angle north here, you soon strike the junction with the B6318, where you turn right, and a kilometre or two takes you to Gilsland. The wall runs right though this village. Last time I was here, I watched the kids playing in the grounds of the little primary school, the wall once running right through these grounds. Where once Roman Legionnaires patrolled, children now played their games. In a little village like this, I suppose they have grown in such close proximity to this vast throwback to the past that it is part of everyday life.


Taking the road on towards Greenhead, we cross into the other great northern shire of England, Northumberland. From Greenhead we continue hard east on the B6318, and one of my favourite motorcycling stretches. We are a little south of the wall the whole way here, on a road with some fabulous straights, and at certain times of the year, very little traffic. Some tiny hamlets with great names too – Once Brewed and Twice Brewed are classic examples.


I remember the first time I was on this stretch, I was accompanying a friend driving a van, and I was in the passenger seat reading a book. There are some amazing hidden dips on these straight stretches, and my friend, knowing I wasn’t watching the road ahead, hit one of these dips at quite a turn of speed. He managed to get my head to crash off the roof. It was quite a feat considering it was a big van!


The wall here too is at its finest, not just because we are far from centres of population to quarry it, but also because there are some quite dramatic cliffs and gullies, and the wall roller-coasters over these, almost like the exotic stretches of the Great Wall of China seen in tourist magazines. There are the remains of Housteads Fort, a large camp, and further east, near the end of this brilliant stretch of driving road, is a temple dedicated to the Roman God, Mithras.


I have seen this undulating stretch of wall in films – most notably in Robin Hood, Prince of Thieves, where the star, Kevin Costner lands at Dover, and by nightfall he is at the other end of England!


At this road’s end you meet a roundabout, and the B6320 branches off here to the north, signposted for Bellingham and Otterburn.


There are other routes north, a little further on, that all meet before the border with Scotland, but the reason I have chosen the B6320 is because it follows the valley of the River North Tyne, an ancient route used by raiders in both direction in past times. The River North Tyne, further downstream, unites with the South Tyne to form the famous river that flows through Newcastle upon Tyne, and for the academically challenged, it is so-called because there was once a new castle built here which stood above the River Tyne. The castle, if you are ever in Newcastle, is well worth a visit, the panorama over city and river from the roof a must-see, and there is a surprising amount of Scottish weaponry on display.


After his dismembering, one quarter of William Wallace was displayed at Newcastle to dishonour him, somewhere in the vicinity of the castle.


It always amazes me the number of people who say to me ‘Is there a castle in Newcastle?’ It stands prominent near the famous bridges, on a crag on the north bank of the Tyne.


But, let’s get back to the B6320. This road skirts the famous Kielder Forest and Northumberland National Park, and although just over the border, and a playground for many of the inhabitants of Newcastle, it is an area unknown to most Scots.


The road meanders between rolling fields, and there are stretches where it is tree-lined, then you come into the village of Bellingham, which has several old hotels and inns squeezed into it. It would make a good base to explore the vast areas of woodland comprising the Kielder Forest. Bellingham, incidentally, is pronounced ‘Belling Jam’. There is nothing worse than saying the name of a place incorrectly in front of locals, and I have done it times without number!


After Bellingham, the last few miles of the B6320 pulls up on to bleak moorland, the lonely haunt of sheep, and again a great motor-cycling stretch. I’ve been lucky here several times, it has always threatened to rain, but never has, and moorland like this seems to transform itself into a primeval wilderness with a mild hint of threat in rainy weather.


Civilisation looms in the shape of the A68, quite a major road, but at the crossroads we go straight across, and it is only a few minutes drive before we come down into the village of Otterburn.


The first building we encounter is Otterburn Mill, which has a display of some of its ancient working machinery still in situ.


The main attraction of Otterburn for me is the famous battle fought here in 1388.


After Otterburn Mill, we come to the A696 and we turn left here, heading ever further north now. Just outside the village there is a stand of trees to the right of the road, and you can turn in and park among them. There are information boards, and a memorial to the battle.


There is a little debate to the actual site of conflict, but traditionally this is the spot.


It all started at Souden (sometimes Southdean) Church, the ruins of which are at the side of the A6088, north of here, between Carter Bar and Hawick. The Scots army gathered in the vicinity of this old church, in their many thousands, under the Lord of Douglas, prior to their invasion of northern England. The Scots did not seek this invasion as an aggressor. The English had overrun much of Teviotdale, and the Scots had done their best to eject them from home soil. Richard II of England then invaded Scotland in August 1385 and burnt the abbeys of Dryburgh and Melrose. Three years later, the Scots decided to seek revenge.


Outside the walls of Newcastle, the Scots managed to capture the banner of Henry Percy, Earl of Northumberland, better known as ‘Hotspur’. Capture of one’s banner, or colours, was regarded as a huge loss of face, and Douglas had it proclaimed that the Scots would not cross the border for three days, thereby giving Hotspur the chance to recapture his banner and redeem his honour. Hotspur was able to field many thousands of men, and quickly gathered a powerful army and set off in hot pursuit.


There was no love lost between English Hotspur and the Scots Douglas. Both were the heads of the most powerful families on their respective sides of the border, both had been involved in raids against the other’s properties, and traditionally there had been great rivalry between their houses for many years.


On their return journey towards Scotland on 19 August 1388, the Scots army camped at Otterburn. Some urged that they should push on, but Douglas (grand-nephew of Robert the Bruce’s great captain) said that Hotspur should be give the chance to redeem his banner and his honour. They settled for the night at the remains of an old Roman camp, and were shocked as Hotspur appeared as dusk fell, his men charging straight into the attack, so eager was he for revenge.


Jean Froissart was a European chronicler of this time, and a great one for reporting battles. Of Otterburn he wrote, ‘Of all the battles and encounterings that I have made mention of here before in all this history, great or small, this battle that I treat of now, was one of the sorest and best fought, without cowards or faint hearts.’


Somewhere on the field in the early part of the battle, Douglas was sorely wounded, legend stating that this act was treasonably done, the lethal blow being struck by Douglas’ own armourer – who of course would know where there was a chink in the armour allowing him to stab his master with a dirk.


Douglas, realising that his wound would prove fatal, asked his men to help him hide his distress from the rest of his army, and to secrete his person in some nearby bushes. Here he died, his absence not noticed in the fast-approaching darkness, and the Scots fought their foes on into the night.


As Froissart stated, no cowardice was shown, and as men fought and slew, slipping on the gore soaked moorland, the moon rose. A full moon, which shone down on a state of madness on the moors by Otterburn. Two armies locked in a fight to the death.


In the midst of this, Sir Hugh Montgomery, a knight from Eaglesham in Renfrewshire, entered into combat with none other than Hotspur himself.


Sir Hugh must have been a fighter of some ability, as he disarmed Hotspur and forced him to yield. Hotspur, being a man of chivalry, asked that he yield his person to none other than Douglas. He was taken to the bushes where Douglas’ body was hidden, and asked to yield there. The English started to lose heart as word spread that their leader had been captured, and their formerly closely ordered ranks began to disintegrate. The Scots took advantage of this and the slaughter became great. It was said that when the battle was over, the English dead amounted to over 1,800, whereas the Scots had only 100 dead.


This battle of Otterburn seems to be better known south of the border as ‘Chevy Chase’ due to Hostpur’s chase of the Scots towards the Cheviot Hills.


Douglas’ body was taken north and buried in Melrose Abbey, tradition stating that he lies under the Monks’ Choir, beneath the ‘Douglas Window’.


Many of the English dead were buried at the little church of Elsdon, a little east of Otterburn Village.


Sir Hugh Montgomery returned triumphantly to Scotland with his captive, and Hotspur’s ransom gave him the wherewithal to build himself a fine new castle, Polnoon, the last vestiges of which stand above the River Cart near Eaglesham.


Otterburn has gone down in history in Scotland as the battle where the dead man won the fight.


*****


Turning north again on the A696, we hit the junction with the A68 which we crossed earlier on the way to Otterburn. The road is now the A68, although at the junction the A696 takes precedence. We are following the course of the River Rede here, back towards its source, driving through the little hamlets of Horsley and Rochester, an area much used by the military for training exercises.


The countryside becomes wilder now, and more desolate, then the expanse of Catscleugh Reservoir appears on your left. From here runs the Rede, and this area was anciently ‘Redesdale’, a route of raiding armies in both directions. Driving such routes on the bike, I always try to cast my mind back and imagine these huge armies, men, horses and baggage trains, using these ancient roads, now superseded by modern tarmac, but these men were able to gaze up to the hilltops, and see their outlines as I see them today.


The road climbs upwards, on to steep moor-clad heights, outliers of the Cheviot range of hills. Then, as you approach the lofty summit, a monolith, a huge standing stone, appears, followed by another on the opposite side of the road. They are reminiscent of the huge dolmen of Stonehenge – and each has a word etched into its face.


‘Scotland’.
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CHAPTER TWO


Scotland at Last


BEGINNING AT CARTER BAR, THE ROUTE FOLLOWS THE A6088 TOWARDS HAWICK. THERE IS A LITTLE DEVIATION EAST ON THE A698 TO HORNSHOLE, THEN INTO HAWICK. ONWARDS TO SELKIRK, ABBOTSFORD, MELROSE, SCOTT’S VIEW, DRYBURGH, KELSO AND COLDSTREAM.


IF YOU ARE GOING to drive in to Scotland, Carter Bar is the way I would recommend. That is one of the reasons I brought you across from Carlisle. From Carter Bar the view over southern Scotland is like a film set. Unreal. Is jaw-dropping too strong a term? It certainly has the ability to drop mine. Coming up onto the bleak shoulder of the Cheviots after the emptiness of Redesdale, it seems inconceivable that Scotland would suddenly be laid out like a dreamland, all rolling farmland and fertility.


I hope that if you drive from the south up to Carter Bar, the weather smiles upon you. Not necessarily warmth – not much chance of that in Scotland, but a clarity that gives a clear view to take in the magical scene.


I always park the bike up in the car park and just drink it all in.


Ruberslaw and the Eildon Hills prominent, and a hundred, nay, a thousand places that ring through the pages of Scotland’s history. The Borders.


I think Carter Bar is such a shock to the senses because it is inherent in one’s mind that Scotland is bleak and mountainous compared to milder England. Carter Bar dispels that. Scotland looks kind and welcoming, a myriad of greens in the woodland, the fields and the hedgerows.


If I had been away from Scotland for years in some enforced absence – and it would have to be enforced – I would want to come back by arriving at Carter Bar.


I would park and stand by the monolith that proclaims ‘Scotland’ and I would look at that view and think how lucky I was. And that I was even luckier in the fact that I was not there as a tourist, but as a man who can look upon that vista and think ‘home’.


Scotland. Mine. Not in ownership of course, none of us get that privilege, but I get a little lease of her for a lifetime. I get all that scenery, all that history. And I get to motor-cycle over it all. Some of us are truly blessed.


Up here on Carter Bar itself, took place part of the tapestry of the history of the land laid before you – ‘The Raid of the Redeswire’. I spoke about the Wardens of the Marches in the last chapter, explaining how there were three English and three Scots wardens appointed to keep the peace in this area in the turbulent times of the centuries after Scotland’s War of Independence.


On 7 July 1575, the English Warden of the Middle March, Sir John Forster, backed by many followers from the Tynedale area especially, met with John Carmichael, Keeper of Scotland’s Liddesdale, and his men, deputising for the indisposed Scots Warden of the Middle March, William Kerr of Ferniehurst.


Forster was a rogue, and is well-documented as such, whereas Carmichael was a straightforward and honest man, and always played fair in his dealings with the English.


The Wardens would meet on a yearly basis to settle any differences that had arisen over the past twelve months. Wrongdoers would be handed over where necessary for justice for crimes committed over their respective borders. These meetings took place at the Redeswire, just by the road crossing at Carter Bar.


The Scots ‘filed a bill’ demanding the person of one Robson of Fawstone, a Tynedale man, who had committed various offences against Scots’ property. Forster refused to hand him over, but promised to produce him at the next meeting. Carmichael refused to proceed as he felt Forster was not playing fair. One Englishman writing to Elizabeth I of England regarding Forster’s behaviour stated ‘The felonies etc. overlooked by Sir John Forster while warden, and the injustices and best gentlemen, would fill a large book’ – so it seems Carmichael had grounds for his suspicions. Carmichael aired his feelings, and Forster retorted by saying that Carmichael was not even a warden, but a deputy, whereas he, Forster, was full Warden of the March. The exchange grew more heated as aspersions were aired regarding each other’s families, and you can be sure the Borderers nearby were not slow in goading each other either.


Suddenly the shout went up from the English ranks ‘To it, Tynedale!’, and they let loose with a flight of arrows which killed several in the Scots ranks. The English drew their weapons and surged forward, one historian stating ‘from words they fell to strokes’. The Scots fell back under this onslaught, completely unprepared as they were for this sudden turn of violence. Things were looking grim, and a massacre was on the cards, but all of a sudden a new cry filled the air, resonating from the heather-covered braes. ‘Jetharts here, Jetharts here!’


A contingent of horsemen from Jedburgh (the local name for the place is Jethart) had arrived late for the meeting, and at a distance, seeing the English attack, urged their horses into a gallop, as the riders got ready to wield their fearsome Jethart staves, a favoured local weapon comprising an axe head and spike on the end of a long wooden pole.


Smashing into the English ranks, they killed 24 of them, including the deputy warden, Sir George Heron. Many were taken captive, including Forster himself. They were taken to Edinburgh where an embarrassed Regent, the Earl of Morton, decided it was prudent to release them and let them return home. Elizabeth I of England’s envoy at Edinburgh wrote that ‘peace or war hangs now by a twine thread’.


In a whitewashing exercise, the incident was officially called the ‘accident’ at the Redeswire.


John Forster became a target of the Scots after this ‘accident’, and there is a record of 30 of them surprising him at Bamburgh Castle in Northumberland with intent to slay him, but his wife managed to put the bedroom door-bar into place, and they were unable to lay hands on him. He eventually died in his bed in 1602, reputed to be 101 years of age.


Carmichael, an efficient man, eventually became Warden of Scotland’s West March, and was killed by a bullet shot from the gun of one of that notorious clan of Borderers, the Armstrongs, in 1600.


A stone marks the site of this ‘accident’ at the Redeswire, and it stands just a little to the east of Carter Bar. I had never seen the stone, so parked the bike up alongside a dozen or so others on my last visit, to go and find it. There were various bikers sitting about, smoking cigarettes, and they nodded to me as I rested my current steed, a Honda Pan European, an 1100cc tourer, on its side stand.


I crossed the road, climbed over the gate, and set off on the slight uphill rise of the ridge to the east. The ground is quite boggy, and as I was weighed down by heavy boots and leather, I got sucked into the soggy going underfoot. A few hundred metres into this and I glanced back to the road. I could see the bikers gathered were now sitting in a row, appearing to take quite an interest in my ploughtering about. ‘They’re watching me to see what I’m up to’, I thought. For perhaps fifteen minutes I walked up and down, searching for the elusive stone. It’s pretty bare moorland, a stone should not have been too difficult to locate, but I have found that when I am looking for sites which I would have thought straightforward, I am often searching for quite a while before my objective is finally reached – and I’ve often been within a few metres of it several times beforehand!


I turned and looked down at the road. The row of bikers was still watching with keen interest. I cut my losses and walked back down to where I parked. I climbed over the gate and crossed the road. ‘Any of you guys local?’ I enquired of the bikers. ‘Jethart’, one announced. ‘Do you know where the Redeswire stone is?’, I asked. ‘You were pretty close a couple of times’, he replied, ‘and we waited to see if you would find it’.


‘Great’, I replied sarcastically, ‘So where is it exactly?’


‘About two hundred metres up, but over the dip slightly on the Scottish side of the Border’, he replied. Then they all started to climb on their bikes as I re-crossed the road and climbed the gate again.


‘You can’t miss it!’ one shouted, helpfully, as they rode away, pissing themselves laughing.


‘Bastards!’, I thought, laughing at them – and at myself too.


But at least the directions were spot-on. It was over the dip, slightly on the Scottish side, so I had missed it first time.


You see, many of the Border towns of Scotland celebrate their own ‘Common Riding’ events every year, events usually centred around an event in the town’s history, and in these parts that history is usually centred around the constant warring with the English. The town of Jedburgh, as part of their ‘Common Riding’ events, ride on their horses up to this high ridge overlooking England to the south, and they celebrate their town’s involvement at the Redeswire in 1575.


Some of those bikers had probably ridden horses up to this spot in memory of their forefathers, and would have been proud to do so. The term ‘Common Riding’ comes from the horsemen and women riding the boundaries of the common lands of the town to check for English invaders – a practice followed to this day – and for the far distant future, so much of their culture locked into these events, that I can never see it dying out. As long as people are proud to be Scots Borderers, the Common Ridings will take place.


The stone bears the date 1575, and on one side proclaims ‘Jetharts here!’ and on the other, ‘To it Tynedale!’. It has a rusted iron railing surrounding it, and if it is dry enough to sit down, it is worth doing so for two reasons: first, the view, and second, to take stock of the events that took place here in 1575.


This is the crux. I love to be able to visit the sites of the events of Scotland’s history and cast my mind back, hearing the gallop of hooves and the cries of ‘Jetharts here!’.


Back on the bike and onwards into Scotland, the A68 dropping down into the idyllic view seen from this high ridge on the Cheviots. Not too far though, and the road forks, the left branch leading towards Hawick in the form of the A6088, and this road we take, dropping in altitude constantly. Keep you eyes peeled though, as on your left, by the side of the road, the scant ruins of Souden Kirk appear. The name is actually an abbreviation of ‘Southdean’, but it seem to have been known as Souden from its inception, even the continental chronicle of Jean Froissart calling it ‘Zedon’ church.


This little church, consisting of not much more than low walls now, was where Douglas mustered his army in 1388, before his invasion of England, culminating in the Battle of Otterburn.


Such a quiet little spot today. Strange that it once echoed with the gathering of many thousands of armed men and horses. They must have filled all the surrounding fields and hillsides. A hive of activity.


Carrying on driving the A6088, you pass under Bonchester Hill, close to the right of the road, 323 metres in height. It is a beautiful, green, round-shouldered hill. It has traces of ancient fortifications, and legend states that its name comes from bona castra – a good camp – in the language of the Romans. A little further on we hit the hamlet of Bonchester Bridge, a settlement that takes its name from the bridge over the Rule Water here.


Another few miles and we come to the junction of the A698, and turning left takes us into the outskirts of Hawick, but before driving into Hawick, it is worth turning right and following the road for a mile or so, the River Teviot on your left, till you come to a little road branching off to the left, steeply downhill, to cross an old narrow bridge over the Teviot. There is no sign for this road, but there is a notice warning that the bridge is weak. Between the A698 and the bridge there stands a tall pillar-like monument, carrying the inscription ‘1514 – Lest We Forget’.


This monument marks the Hornshole, and is the scene of an extraordinary event.


Scotland had suffered a crushing military defeat at the Battle of Flodden in 1513, only a year before. Many thousands of Scots fell, and few families did not lose a son, a brother or a father in the carnage – but the Borders of Scotland suffered terribly: very few able-bodied men between 16 and 60 survived to return to their families. The country lay open to the deprivations of English raiders, and in 1514 a large party of southron marauders wreaked havoc in the Hawick area. Sated with rapine and plunder, the English camped in the vicinity of this monument at the Hornshole, and with the lack of opposition left in Scotland, they did not bother to post sentries to guard the camp.


The residents of Hawick had, of course, taken to the surrounding hills at the approach of this English raid, but the martial spirit of their dead fathers was inherent in many of the youths of this district, and as night fell they began to gather …


The English, sleeping, and the majority the worse for drink, never knew what hit them. The lads of Hawick had gathered what horseflesh they could find, and charged the camp in the dead of night, crying ‘Teribus!’, their ancient war cry, stampeding cattle before them. Most of the sleeping English never got the chance to rise, never mind draw steel, before they were crushed underneath galloping hooves, and those who managed to stagger to their feet were cut down by swords wielded in the hands of boys, the eldest perhaps only fifteen.


The kids of Hawick took the revenge for the slaughter of their fathers the year before. They managed, somewhere in the middle of the carnage they created, to grasp the battle standard of their foes, and the children of Hawick rode back into town, their foes vanquished, their leader carrying the captured banner aloft in triumph.


It is a delight to take a look over the bridge that spans the Teviot here and watch the deep water run between the cliff-like banks. I’ve always had a penchant for jumping from heights into water, and have done so at many impressive parts of Scotland, and the drop into the Teviot here has its attractions! But enough of my foibles.


Retracing our route back along the A698 into Hawick, we eventually hit the town centre. Hawick is a bustling busy town, bigger than people generally imagine, and it sits in a dip of the valley of the River Teviot, surrounded by high ground, and it is a large place to have no real major road run to it, but to its inhabitants it is ‘Queen of a’ the Borders’.


As you drive down through the town’s High Street, the focal point is the statue in the middle of the road. It is a statue of a youth astride a horse, a youth holding aloft a captured English banner, an expression of extreme joy on his face. It is a statue that sent shivers down my spine the first time I saw it and realised just what it meant and what it stood for.


And I have never looked at it since and not been filled with emotion.


Patriotism. Pride. Sorrow. Joy.


There is a word carved into the plinth: ‘Teribus’.


There is a song which is sung in Hawick, at the town’s Common Riding. As previously stated, Jedburgh has the Raid of the Redeswire as the central theme of its Common Riding. In Hawick it’s the Hornshole and how the town’s youth – its ‘callants’, routed an English raiding party. And the song of Hawick runs:




Scotia felt thine ire, O Odin!


On the bloody field of Flodden,


There their fathers fell with honour,


Round their king and country’s banner.


Teribus, ye Teri Odin!


Sons of heroes slain at Flodden,


Imitating Border bowmen,


Aye defend your rights and common.





The first line of the chorus comes from an ancient tongue – Cymric, or Old Welsh – and translates as ‘May Thor have us, both Thor and Odin’. The verses of the complete song were written around 1800. The song describes how the ‘callants’ of Hawick defeated the English, and finishes with the verses :




Hawick shall triumph ‘mid destruction’


Was a druid’s dark prediction.


Strange the issues that unrolled it,


Cent’ries after he foretold it.


Peace be thy portion, Hawick, for ever!


Thine arts, thy commerce flourish ever!


Down to latest ages send it –


Hawick was ever independent.





The great martial spirit of Scotland is safe in the memories of its sons and daughters, and it is apparent in the blood that runs through the veins of the Borderers of Scotland. The ordinary folk that I pass on Hawick’s High Street are the direct descendants of those who fell at Flodden. Of those who were present at the Hornshole, and are filled with the bloodline of so many who were in the front line against the vicious incursions of England. It is no wonder that that pride is manifest today.


Too often, Scotland’s history is depicted as ‘Highland’ in dress and culture – but the Borderers bore the brunt of keeping Scotland free, and the Hornshole is a little part of her story that should be more widely known.


The statue of the youth astride the horse was created by William Beattie, who was a native of Hawick. It was unveiled on 4 June 1914.


Perhaps it is because William was a native of Hawick that he managed to capture so much passion in a statue. The horse, with its head lowered, looking spent and tired in comparison to its rider, is to me absolute genius.


William Beattie was born in 1886 and was killed in France in 1918, during the First World War, where he had reached the rank of major. But his spirit lives on in his work, his statue in Hawick an inspiration to every Scot.


A good way to look over Hawick is to climb the Mote Hill and look out as some of the earlier inhabitants of the town did, gazing out from the top of their artificial ‘knowe’. At the southern end of the High Street, the road crosses the Slitrig Water, shortly before it joins the River Teviot, then if you take the first street on the left and follow it up its long steep hill, the Mote Hill is about half way up on your left. It is about 30 feet high, and some 300 feet in circumference, and has a staircase running up one side to facilitate access to the top. The original castle of Hawick stood here. The manmade mound constructed for defensive purposes, and the original fortification was owned by the Lovel family, and it was created in the 1000s.


There is a good view over the town from this spot, looking down on the High Street and out over the surrounding hills. The little wooden bench on top is a nice touch, and I bet many young courting couples have sat upon it of an evening, looking out at this view.


If I was a young ‘callant’ in Hawick, I would certainly have taken a young lady up to the top of the ‘Mote’ to admire this vista, among other things, and would probably have bored her to death telling her of the history of our surroundings.


On the opposite side of the Teviot from the Mote Hill stands Wilton Lodge Park. Here stands the town’s museum, war memorial and an interesting monument to Jimmy Guthrie, with a statue of the man atop a tall plinth. Jimmy Guthrie was a well-known racing motorcyclist, who was killed in a crash in Germany in 1937.


Having been a motorcycle rider since I was old enough to be one, I have nothing but admiration for men who have that sort of ability – to elbow other riders out the way at 180 mph! I generally find that there are two expressions involved in riding a bike at a great rate of knots. One is Wahoo! The other is Shit! Shit! Shit! As you watch a dull object grow much larger through your visor.


Joking aside, it takes a lot of guts and a huge lack of fear to be a motorcycle racer – and Scotland has produced many. We also seem to produce more than our fair share of motor-racing and motor-rally champions too.


We are going to leave Hawick and head a little north to Selkirk, driving along the A7. It is well signposted from Hawick town centre.


As Hawick sits on the valley floor of the Teviot, the road climbs steeply as you leave the town. As we reach the top of the gradient, where Roxburghshire meets Selkirkshire, there is an astonishing view behind (weather permitting) looking over the valley of the Teviot to the Cheviot Hills beyond. Panoramic it certainly is. That line of hills is like a backdrop to Scotland, knowing that the far side of those hills means ‘England’, but we push on deeper into Scotland, heading towards the large transmitter which stands to our right as we grow closer to Selkirk.


If we head right into the centre of Selkirk, we come to the little square with its mercat cross. This cross figures prominently in the Common Riding festival which is held here, with a flag-waving ceremony taking place. You see, Selkirk sent all its able-bodied men to Flodden’s fateful field in 1513, 80 of them in total, and only one returned. He was reputed to be the town clerk, a man by the name of Walter Brydon – a good Borders surname, that – and I have heard other Borders townsfolk comment ‘Aye, trust a Selkirk


lawyer to survive!’


The memory of Flodden is strong in these parts.


There was no shame in this returning of only one man, as he came back clutching a captured English banner. He walked as far as the town square where he cast down his flag, in mute testament to the fact that he was the only person who would return. The flag that he carried is preserved in the town’s little museum.


So, in recognition of Walter, every year the chosen standard bearer ‘casts the colours’ in the square, a flag-waving and weaving ceremony that requires all the strength that one’s wrists can muster!


As Hawick has its ‘Teribus’ song, So Selkirk has its own ditty:




Up wi’ the souters of Selkirk


And down wi’ the Earl of Home!


And up wi a’ the braw lads


That sew the single-soled shoon!





This is said to be a reference to Flodden and the fact that Lord Home was the only survivor of any note. Selkirk was in its earlier days a great place for shoemaking, the Scots word for this trade being a ‘Souter’. In fact, the trade was once so prevalent in Selkirk that the town provided more than half of the 6,000 pairs demanded from the magistrates of Edinburgh by the Jacobite army of Bonnie Prince Charlie in 1745.


The words ‘single-soled shoon’ refer to the fact that the souters made a leather shoe with only a basic leather sole added, the purchaser being expected to add an extra thicker sole to their own needs. There is another fabulous statue referring to Flodden in Selkirk. It is a monument to the lone flag bearer, a Borderer armed in steel jack and helmet, and on the plinth is inscribed ‘O Flodden Field’. Flodden may have caused so much grief in this area in its time, but that sorrow has caused some fabulous sculptures to be created in its memory. The statue here was unveiled in 1913 – the four-hundredth anniversary of the battle. Selkirk also boasts a statue of the writer, Sir Walter Scott, who was sheriff of Selkirkshire at one time, and it stands seven and a half feet on a pedestal 20 feet high. It was sculpted by Handyside Richie, who was also responsible for the statue of Scotland’s great hero, Sir William Wallace, which stands at the front of the Athenaeum building in Stirling.


Another monument, by Andrew Currie, was erected in the High Street in 1859 in memory of Mungo Park (1771–1805). Mungo was an explorer, born at Fowlshiels on the Yarrow Water, not too far from Selkirk itself. The remains of his birthplace stand at the roadside (the A708) near the ruins of stark Newark Castle. Mungo made two expeditions to try to find the source of the River Niger, being tragically killed on the second trip.


What surprises me is how late in life I first heard the name of Mungo Park. A friend lent me a book about him when I was in my late twenties, and reading it, I was surprised that I had never heard his name mentioned at school.


Just off the square, down a little lane, stands the museum. It has some interesting artefacts. The Brydon sword, a relic of Flodden, always gets my attention. On my last visit there was a life-size figure of a knight in armour, a representation of Sir Aymer de Valance. Very nice – but why an English knight who was an aggressor to Scotland, a henchman of the hated Edward Longshanks? Scotland has its heroes who operated in this part of the country to try and foil the ravages of people like de Valance: the Good Sir James Douglas for example. Wouldn’t he be a better example?


The far end of the lane opens out by the ruins of the Kirk of the Forest. Selkirk was once the main town of the huge Ettrick Forest. The forest still exists in segments of course, but in earlier times it covered a huge area of the surrounding country. Felling for cultivation, and sheep preventing new growth, has decimated much of it. It figured hugely during the Wars of Independence, giving shelter to the aforementioned Good Sir James, along with our great heroes, Wallace and Bruce. In fact, older documents refer to it simply as ‘the Forest’, so famed was it. Even Longshanks did not send his troops into its fastnesses, the Scots within would have cut them to ribbons, it offering much scope for easy ambush.


So, the Kirk of the Forest took its name from its location, but the kirk is famed as the site where William Wallace became ‘Sir’ William, when he was created Guardian of Scotland after returning from his invasion of northern England during late 1297. Only the walls remain of the kirk, but a metal plaque at the doorway announces its Wallace connection, and that the church is also the last resting place of the maternal ancestors of Franklin D Roosevelt.


There has always been debate regarding the identity of who actually knighted Wallace. The chronicles state that it was one of the leading men of Scotland, but they give no other detail.


The late Nigel Tranter, acclaimed novelist and writer, put forward the theory that the future King of Scots, Robert the Bruce, knighted Wallace. In theory, any knight could create another, but generally only royalty or the leading magnates did so.


Tranter looked at the earls of Scotland living at the time of Wallace’s knighthood. Some were only minors. Some lived too far away to be likely candidates, and some were too infirm or elderly to be campaigning or to have travelled to Ettrick Forest. Bruce, by this process of elimination, seems to be the most likely candidate, but the truth is that unless new documentation comes to light, we will never know.


Certainly before the creating of Guardian at the Kirk of the Forest, Wallace is simply ‘William’. After this date he is always referred to as ‘Sir William’.


You can stand in the ruins of this little kirk and imagine Wallace on bended knee as the sword was lowered to touch each shoulder, his head bowed, and no doubt praying that he would be able to do his utmost for Scotland.


Selkirk itself stands high above the Ettrick Water, and if you drive down to and cross the river, the haughland to the west is the site of the Battle of Philiphaugh, fought in 1645. Haugh is of course the Scots for the flatlands stretching out from the edge of a river.


Philiphaugh was fought between the Covenant forces under the command of General Leslie, and the royalists under the command of James Graham, the Marquis of Montrose, a man usually referred to as simply ‘Montrose’ by most Scots.


Montrose had actually originally been a member of the Covenanting forces, a movement that had risen to push for religious freedom in Scotland, but it soon became corrupt, and when it turned against the ruling house of Scotland, the Stewart dynasty, Montrose felt that he could no longer support it.


The Covenant forces took their name from the ‘Solemn League and Covenant’, a document drawn up to state their grievances. Montrose had led the royalist forces of Scotland to a series of stunning victories, even when vastly outnumbered, over the last year, but Philiphaugh was to prove his undoing.


He had been betrayed to the forces of the Covenant by the Earl of Traquair, who had told of his whereabouts – and his lack of numbers. You see, Montrose had only 600 fighting men, and Leslie commanded 6,000, so Philiphaugh was a rout and no real battle. But it was not the fight itself that was to be so shocking.


The Covenanting ministers of the Kirk who marched with the forces of Leslie demanded revenge, and in the aftermath of the battle they ensured that all the wounded were slain out of hand. But there was worse. The prisoners were slain, then so were all the women and children who had been with Montrose’s army – all in the name of God.


Christianity is supposed to be a religion of forgiveness, but the ministers who perpetrated the sins after Philiphaugh, on some 500 non-combatants, stained not only the history books of Scotland, but the credo of their own beliefs.


Back to the centre of Selkirk, and we take the A7, running north from the square, continuing down by the baronial County Buildings and we eventually come out of town and on to the banks of the Ettrick Water. After a mile or two we come to a bridge, and as we cross we are at the junction of the Ettrick and the famous River Tweed, one of the great rivers of Scotland, and famed for the part it plays in the story of the Border country. Following the north bank of the Tweed for another couple of miles, we come to a large roundabout, just west of Galashiels.


Gala, as it is commonly known, is a bustling little town, and the jewel in its crown is its statue of a mounted ‘Border Reiver’ which serves as its war memorial. But here we are turning east on the A6091, where we re-cross the Tweed, looking towards the triple tops of the Eildon Hills. At the next roundabout, you will see that the way to Abbotsford is signposted, and we turn to visit the home of Sir Walter Scott, still owned by his family, and it is a shrine today to the memory of the man.


I have to admit that I have tried to read Scott, but I find him very ‘wordy’ and he seems very dated to me in his attitude. I am also a bit suspicious about where Scott stood in the scheme of things where Scotland was concerned. He seems to me to have been happy to promote the ideals of Unionism with England. But no matter – no-one can deny that Sir Walter Scott gave Scotland back her history. He made it fashionable to be Scottish and happily promoted all things Scottish at the same time. He is more than a little responsible for the whole tartan and heather image too, but I suppose if I look at the man in retrospect, he did much for his country at a time when many saw her only as ‘North Britain’, and for that I should be at the very least a little grateful.


Abbotsford House was built between 1817 and 1824, and Scott himself died here in 1832. It contains many historical Scottish relics too. Scott was a great collector, and for anyone like myself who adores the history of Scotland, some of these should not be missed.


There is a crucifix that was once held by Mary, Queen of Scots. There are copies of candlesticks that once belonged to Robert the Bruce. They are strangely modern in aspect. There are little quaichs (drinking cups) made from the wood of some major historic sites. One of my personal favourites is the sword and dirk of Rob Roy MacGregor. The sword is a fine baskethilted sword, with the name Andrea Farrara etched into the blade. This name is a story all in itself.


Andrea Farrara was a famous swordmaker – Italian, I believe – who happened to get a noblewoman pregnant in his homeland and had to flee. He landed in Scotland, and when this was brought to the king’s attention, Farrara was given sanctuary, under the condition that he would continue to make fine swords. So, Farrara swords became extremely sought after, and for centuries after it seems nearly every swordmaker in Scotland etched ‘Andrea Farrara’ onto their blades, both as a sign of quality and obviously in the hope that people would think they had an original blade. So much so that half the swords in our museums have Farrara etched into their blades! Whether the Rob Roy sword is an original Farrara, I do not know, but it is certainly a very impressive ‘basket-hilter’.


I was with a friend at Abbotsford once, actually helping to move some of the artefacts, and I gave him a nick with Rob Roy’s dirk – just enough to make a slight cut. ‘What was that for?’ he exclaimed (I’ve taken out the swearing). I replied that he had been cut by the dirk of none other than Rob Roy MacGregor, and he should be proud. And he did boast about it in the pub that night!


Rob Roy’s dirk looks very much like many modern ones, having the black carven handle, and cairngorm stone set in the base of the hilt. The only difference is the fact that the blade is more like a Bowie knife, rather than the pointed type that is more prevalent nowadays.


There are many other weapons on display at Abbotsford; in fact, the place is crammed with artefacts, and it has always been a delight for me. The house has pleasant gardens, and looks out onto the River Tweed. Although the name ‘Tweed’ is famous worldwide as a durable fabric – even the lining of my current bike jacket is Harris Tweed – the name has nothing to do with the river. The fabric is actually called ‘Twill’ and it was a spelling mistake where Tweed was inserted for Twill on a form that caused the change to take place. Strangely, when Scott purchased the land here to build the house, it was known as ‘Clarty Hole’, and as ‘clarty’ is the Scots for filthy or dirty, he promptly changed it to Abbotsford, in deference to nearby Melrose Abbey, or at least, the abbots thereof. Clarty Hole now seems a strange name for such a beautiful little spot, but perhaps Sir Walter made some great changes.


Leaving Abbotsford and turning left to reach the roundabout on the A6091 again, we continue east towards yet another roundabout, and we take the turnoff for Melrose. The beautiful little town of Melrose sits snugly between the Tweed on the north and the heights of the Eildon Hills to its south.


The Eildons are a much loved feature of the Borderland. Prominent in crossing Carter Bar, and clearly visible from much of the eastern Border country, they are an enduring symbol of this landscape, loved by many, and not just of this age. The earliest peoples to settle here recognised them for their defensive capabilities, the Romans came and they called them Trimontium, from the triple peaks whose outline is so easily recognisable from great distances. They attain 1,385, 1,327 and 1,216 feet respectively. The centre hill is the highest and is a fabulous viewpoint. The easternmost has the remains of a huge fortification on its summit, enclosing the whole hilltop.


These hills must have been a welcome sight to returning Scots over many centuries. From tribal days to the days of the early kings, aye, even to Wallace and Bruce returning from incursions into England, just as they must have brought a tear to the eye of soldiers returning in eras of more modern warfare.


Even though my blood does not stem from the Borders of Scotland, espying these hills as I drive always brings a little smile of recognition, as my brain registers the Eildons. They seem to embody the very spirit of the Borderland. Upright. Timeless.


Certain areas all over the planet have a natural feature in their landscapes that people can interconnect with the culture there. Like Table Mountain in South Africa, Ayers Rock in Australia, or Mount Rushmore in the USA (although man has helped nature there somewhat!) the Eildons have that same certain something. They speak of the Borders.


Melrose is a lovely wee place, clustered around the ruins of its once proud abbey. Ruined, but it still casts a watchful eye over its surroundings. It is a delightful ruin though, the red of its stonework pleasing to the eye. The abbey was founded by King David I of Scots in 1136. David I was the son of Queen Margaret and King Malcolm Canmore of Scots – his mother was later canonised and may be better known as Saint Margaret. He seemed to inherit her religious zeal, and he was responsible for the founding of many of Scotland’s religious buildings.


King Alexander II was buried at Melrose, even though he died on the island of Kerrera off Oban on the opposite side of Scotland. He was buried by the High Altar, but nothing marks the spot. It would be nice if a small plaque proclaimed this fact. Very few of the monarchs of Scotland have last resting places which are marked in any way.


Melrose Abbey was sacked and burnt repeatedly by English invaders, most notably in 1322, 1385 and 1545. Obviously they would desecrate and smash all the ornate tombs within, but a little sign stating ‘Near this spot lies Alexander II – King of Scots’ would be fitting. It’s not that I’m heavily into the whole royalty thing, but the history of our small land is what we all have that binds us together, and we should acknowledge all that has gone before, and ignoring a king’s grave is denying a huge chunk of our past. We need to nurture our history. It will make us stronger.


In my book A Passion for Scotland there is a particular line. I just wrote it, I didn’t give it a special significance, but it was pointed out to me by several people, especially Duncan Fenton, my vice-convener at the Society of William Wallace. I wrote ‘I have never met anyone who has learned her (Scotland’s) story and thought less of her future’. And that is the way it is. Everyone I have ever met who has learnt of Scotland’s past cares deeply about where she is going. And that going is the obliteration of serfdom. A real nation again. It is there. Let us grasp it together.


There are some interesting statues still adorning Melrose Abbey, statues which have survived English deprivations, and the stupidity of the Reformation in Scotland, where the Scots themselves smashed anything ornate, because in their narrow minds it smacked of Popery. Funny thing, religion.


There is a carving of a pig playing the bagpipes, which I have always really liked. If this carving is as old as the abbey itself, it makes me wonder how long the pipes have been played in Scotland. Perhaps they were old in Wallace’s day. Perhaps they skirled at Stirling Bridge. No wonder many of the English hate the sound. Bit of race memory from a thousand battles!


The most interesting relic contained at Melrose Abbey, an artefact which should make it a place of pilgrimage all by itself, is the heart of Robert the Bruce, King of Scots. On his deathbed, Bruce told his lords how, as a young knight, he had made a vow that if he managed to free Scotland from the yoke of the English, and make Scotland strong and free, he would lead an army of Scots on crusade against the occupiers of the Holy Land.


Bruce managed to free his country, but when the English recognised Scotland as a separate entity, Bruce was a sick man and only a year away from death, worn out by a life spent in Scotland’s service. But on his deathbed the vow he had taken as a young knight hung heavy on his conscience.


There was a way that he could try to fulfil his vow, even though his body was failing. It was decreed that James Douglas, the Black Douglas, the Good Sir James, would lead the Scots on this crusade, and Bruce’s heart would accompany them. When Bruce expired, his breastbone was sawn through, and his brave heart was removed and placed in a casket. The Scots under Douglas set sail for sunnier climes.


Reaching southern Spain, they found that King Alfonso was having difficulty with the Moorish forces that were occupying part of his country. The Scots decided to help. It was, after all, a fight against the forces arrayed against Christendom. In a battle at the Castle of the Stars, or el Castillo de las Estrellas, the Scots were surrounded by the Moorish forces, and the bold Douglas was cut down. His body was found though, and it was brought back to the little village of Douglas in Lanarkshire. Bruce’s heart in its casket was brought here to Melrose, and buried with honour – the rest of his body having been interred at Dunfermline.


A letter has survived – Bruce’s deathbed letter – which states that he wished his heart to return to Melrose after the adventures he knew it must have. The heart rested undisturbed for many centuries, but was dug up in the early 1900s, then reburied. Then it was exhumed again near the end of that century, and this time a lot of scientific research was carried out. I was at the ceremony of reburial, the heart, of course, brought back to Melrose. Today it lies, in a new casket, kept within a concrete box, and buried beneath a round plaque. This plaque bears some words of John Barbour’s.


Barbour was Archdeacon of Aberdeen, and composed an epic poem of the times of Bruce in the 1370s. Translations of this are available in book form, and even today it is a fabulous read. Barbour was a good gatherer or the stories of Bruce, and was able to collect eye-witness accounts to include in his work. Every Scot should at least know of it, even if they never get round to actually reading it!


The plaque reads:




‘A noble heart may have no ease if freedom fails’.





Do I really need to point out how true and pertinent this is, not only to the Scotland of the fourteenth century, but to modern Scotland?


After taking in the various artefacts to be seen within the abbey precincts, including various Roman findings, leave the abbey, drive to ones right, north towards the Tweed, and follow the road round its tight dogs leg bend left, and carry on towards the village of Newstead, with its site of a large Roman camp. Newstead is a pretty wee place and worth a look. You eventually meet up again with the main route you were on prior to entering Melrose. Turning left, it is only a few hundred metres to a large roundabout, where you take the first exit left, signposted Edinburgh. Here you cross the Tweed on a modern bridge, but a glance upstream shows you the older single track bridge, then the high old railway bridge, testament to the earlier means of transport on this ancient route. Just after this river crossing, there is a junction to your right, signposted ‘Scott’s View’. Taking this junction, you can, if you wish, park hereabouts and wander over the old bridge over the Tweed just mentioned. There is some interesting poetry carved into blocks at the old bridge’s far side. We drive on through Leaderfoot, which, as its name suggests, stands at the confluence of the Leader Water and the River Tweed, but it is today more just a name than any real habitation. Once through Leaderfoot, the road gradually rises till it is high above the River Tweed. There is a viewpoint and lay-by on your right. This is the famous ‘Scott’s View’, a vista loved by Sir Walter Scott. It is very impressive, this view over the Eildon Hills and surrounding countryside. Scott loved it so much that he would always pause his horse here, and spend a few minutes drinking it all in. You too can stand here and admire it just as he did. And there is much to admire. I can understand why he loved this vista so much. I don’t think I have ever gone by on the bike and been able to resist stopping to look out at all that glory. The view over the Eildons is superb, the eye drawn to them, upwards from the river far below.


The story goes that when Scott’s funeral cortege came this way to take him over the hill to Dryburgh and his last resting place, his favourite horse pulled the hearse. When the horse reached this spot, it paused for a minute or two before trotting on, just as it had done for its master in life.


A little further on and we pass through Bemersyde with its old house, owned by the Haig family. A famous prophet once lived in these parts, Thomas the Rhymer by name. He came from the little village a few miles up the Leader Water, and his proper title was Thomas Learmonth of Ercildoune, the old name for the modern village of Earlston. He was born about 1225, and died around 1307. Thomas is reputed to have been taken to Elfland by the Queen of the Faeries, disappearing into the Eildons, and reappearing seven years later with the ability to prophesy. One of his rhymes ran like this:




Tide, tide, whatever betide,


Haig will be Haig of Bemersyde.





And several hundred years on this is still very much the case. After the First World War, the estate was presented in perpetuity to Earl Haig in gratitude for military services. The house stands over to your right, and can be seen from the road, extending out from its original old tower-house. Just a few hundred yards further south, there is an inshot to your right with several parking places. A track leads off, and it is well worth walking the quarter mile or so to see the impressive statue of Sir William Wallace high above the Tweed. I have taken many friends to this spot over the years, and they are always taken aback at the sheer physical size of this monument. This very middle-aged looking Wallace holding his mighty sword was actually the first Wallace monument raised in Scotland. It was commissioned by the Earl of Buchan and it was unveiled in 1814. Being created of sandstone, it had deteriorated badly over the years, but it was restored in the early 1990s. If I climb up on the plinth, I can actually stand between his feet, and my head only reaches to knee height – and I’m six feet five inches.


There is a great view out from here, high on Bemersyde Hill. In front of the statue there is a separate little spine of rock, and it has set upon it an inscribed urn. There is a small box on a pole too, in which visitors can leave notes, so if you want to, remember to take a paper and pen with you.


The statue of Wallace was built here, high above the Tweed, to depict him ‘frowning towards England’. So many statues of Wallace depict him as being older than he was in reality. It is as if their builders wanted to make Wallace older to make him look more ‘life experienced’ in some way. In fact, Wallace is depicted in so many different ways, and in so many different styles and eras of dress in the various statues around Scotland, it is a subject that has intrigued me all by itself.


The thing that I like about this particular Wallace statue is that it may be colossal, but it also has, somehow, a feeling of fun about it, which does not detract from or demean Wallace in any way. It has no brooding malevolence about it.


Retracing your steps to the parking place, and then carrying on along the main road, you go steeply downhill to a junction, and turning right down this dead-end road brings you through Dryburgh to the ruins of Dryburgh Abbey.


The ruins are situated in a loop of the River Tweed, and it is a place of great beauty. Many come here to visit St Mary’s Aisle within the abbey ruins, as it is the burial place of Sir Walter Scott and members of his family, JG Lockhart, Scott’s biographer, Field Marshal Earl Haig, and also of the Earl of Buchan, responsible for the Wallace statue on the hill above.


When I was here last, an old man approached, and stood alongside me looking at all those impressive tombs, leaning on a well-used walking stick. He turned to me and said, ‘I love looking at this lot, son – it makes me feel that young!’ before he shuffled off. Brilliant – what an outlook on life!


The abbey was founded in 1150, but like so many architectural beauties in the borders of Scotland, it became a magnet for the deprivations of successive English invaders, and it was particularly badly damaged in 1322, 1385 and 1544. The ruins were presented to the nation by Lord Glenconner in 1918. The west front with its thirteenth-century portal, and parts of the nave, transepts and Chapter House still stand, and show building work dating from the 1100s to the 1400s. Part of the cloisters remain, as does the refectory with its rose window, and there is a large fireplace in the ‘calefactory’. I read the word ‘calefactory’ in a guidebook, and had no idea what it meant, so I pulled a dictionary off the shelf to look it up. The word was not in the dictionary I have, but it just means the ‘warming room’ – a place where the monks could have a heat at the fire! The word calorie has the same root.


As the other border abbeys, Jedburgh, Melrose and Kelso, are all situated within towns, Dryburgh has a serenity all its own. The trees in the grounds, collected from all over the world are very impressive. The local bird life certainly loves them! I sat and watched a family of treecreepers perform acrobatics on the underside of the branches.


There is a pillar that has a carving of James I on one side and James II on the other. There are very few memorials in stone to the Stewart dynasty of Scotland, so that these are a welcome find. It is bizarre when we think of all the towns and cities of Scotland and realise that there is basically nothing to the memory of this most famous dynasty of Scots history standing anywhere.


Dryburgh, as said, has a serenity about it. It is a very beautiful and impressive site, and I so wish it had withstood the ravages of time and invasion to be a lasting memorial to the genius of the masons of Scotland’s medieval period.


Leaving Dryburgh, we drive back up to the junction coming down from the Wallace statue, only this time we carry on eastwards, and after a mile or so and a dog-leg bend we come to the T-junction where this road meets the B6404, and here we turn east (left), heading towards Kelso.


Carrying on along this road, you will notice an edifice, standing on a raised piece of ground, over to your left. This is Smailholm Tower. Access is gained by taking the first left after you actually pass the tower, then taking another left once you come to a little plantation.


The tower was probably built by David Pringle, laird here from 1495 to 1535. This wee castle saw much action, having been attacked by the English in 1543, 1544 and 1546, when the garrison of Wark Castle in England’s Northumbria made off with four prisoners and sixty cattle. Obviously they must have had a bit of a bee in their bonnets where Smailholm was concerned. On a better note, Sir Andrew Ker managed to defend the castle against a party of English musketeers in 1640. Around this time the Scott family inherited the place through marriage. The castle was handed over to state ownership in 1950. It is open to the public, and the farm underneath was where Sir Walter Scott was raised. You walk up its grassy knoll to reach the tower, and a look over its little crag shows you what an obvious defensive site this is. It is a perfect photo opportunity too, the castle standing proud above its little lochan. You visit each floor in turn by the towers’ spiral staircase, till you reach the top floor where there is a door at either side that takes you out onto the towers’ battlements. There are pleasant views out in every direction from the castle.


Back to the B6404, and we turn left again, and continue towards Kelso. After a mile or two we reach the junction with the B6397, where we turn right, then after a few miles we reach a major road in the shape of the A6098 and the final short run into Kelso itself. The angle between the B6397 and the A6089 at the junction at which you have just turned right, forms part of the boundary of the policies of Floors Castle and the walls you see stretching out in either direction are the bounds of the property. The cost of building such a wall must have been astronomical. All those blocks – millions of them, all shaped by the work of masons! Floors is a mightily impressive building, open to the public at certain times. It was designed in 1718 by Vanburgh, with alterations by Playfair. It is a picture of stately elegance, often used as a set for filming purposes, and posed as ‘Greystoke’ in the Tarzan film with Christopher Lambert in the leading role.


There are really fancy gates connecting the grounds of the house with Kelso itself, leading into Roxburgh Street. They were erected in 1929, and have wrought iron work overlaid with gold leaf. Locally – not very surprising really – they are known as ‘The Golden Gates’.


A holly tree in the grounds is said to mark the spot where James II of Scots died. The English had taken Roxburgh Castle (nothing unusual then) and the Scots laid siege to it, setting up their cannon in the grounds of what is now Floors. King James was determined to try out some of this new-fangled artillery, but unfortunately the cannon burst as it fired, killing him instantly. He was taken to Holyrood Abbey for burial, and it was left to his queen, doughty fighter that she was, to complete the job of bringing the castle securely back into Scottish control. We will come back to Roxburgh Castle shortly.


Kelso is a delightful town, with a finely laid-out square or market place. It is a town steeped in history. Mary, Queen of Scots visited it. In 1745 Bonnie Prince Charlie’s army came through on their march south to Derby. In fact, legend states that Charlie’s horse shed a shoe on the way, and there is a horseshoe mark in Roxburgh Street, in the middle of the road, supposedly showing the spot.


Heading towards the River Tweed, which runs to the south of the town, the ruins of Kelso Abbey stand to our left. It was founded on 3 May 1128 by King David I of Scotland, the man responsible for so many of the fine abbeys of Scotland. It was said that it was the most magnificent of the Borders abbeys in its day, but sadly all that really remains is one large tower. The English again. On 20 June 1523 they demolished the vaults of the abbey and its church of St Mary, fired all the cells and dormitories, and unroofed every single part of the building. As you can imagine, it never really recovered from this, although parts were in use after this date. After his father was killed by the exploding cannon, Prince James was crowned James III of Scotland within these walls, but the abbey has also seen a royal burial in its history. Henry – heir apparent to the throne of Scotland, and son of the founder, David I, died in Roxburgh Castle and was buried within the abbey.


James VIII, the man history books refer to as the ‘Old Pretender’ was proclaimed King of Scots at the cross of Kelso in 1715, amid cries of ‘No Union!’


I find it quite derogatory that he is called a ‘Pretender’ to the throne, when he was in fact rightful heir to the crown of Scotland, but religion got in the way somewhere, and the crown was given to an alien race. Pretender? I think we should kick that in to touch. How can a direct descendent of the line of Kings of Scots since the dawn of time be ousted by Germanic stock and then called Pretender? Propaganda plays its part.


The bridge across the River Tweed down past the abbey was built by Rennie between 1800 and 1803 at a cost of £17,802. It served as a model for his later Waterloo Bridge in London, now demolished, but two lampposts from the London bridge grace this Kelso one. This bridge replaced an earlier one washed away in a flood in 1797.


Just a little upstream the two mighty border rivers of Tweed and Teviot co-join, and the name of Tweed prevails for the rest of its journey to the sea. If we turn right at the end of Rennie’s bridge and follow this road, crossing the Teviot bridge on the way, a short distance takes us to the ruins of the once mighty Roxburgh Castle. Floors Castle looks very impressive to the north. The castle sits between the two rivers – Tweed to the north, Teviot to the south. This was, at one time, not just a fortification but a bustling metropolis, and one of the four original burghs of Scotland (The others were Edinburgh, Berwick and Stirling). King Alexander III was born here in 1241, and it saw much action during the Wars of Independence, the Good Sir James Douglas taking it back from the English by disguising his men as straying cattle in the dusk to get close to its walls, before launching an ambuscade.


Roxburgh seemed to be a magnet for English aggression, and there seemed to be a constant wrangling, with England taking the castle, and the Scots trying to recapture it.


It is strange that this former town and castle is deserted today; all that serves to show its former glory are a few fragments of masonry. Even stranger is the fact that there is another village by the name of Roxburgh, still thriving, two miles away to the south west.


I have always liked Roxburgh though: its situation between the two rivers, and just the fact that so much of Scotland’s story has been played out here. It is almost eerie to wander its grass-grown ruins and think of the thousands of people who have come and gone here, mere shadows left of its glorious past.


It can be difficult to park at, however, but there is a lay-by at its far end.


We now re-trace our route back to the centre of Kelso, and we take the A698 the nine miles or so to Coldstream, following the Tweed for much of the way.


We pass through the village of Birgham, a quiet sleepy little place, but it too has its fair share of an eventful past. King William the First of Scotland, known as the Lion, and several of his nobles and prelates, met with an ecclesiastical envoy from Henry II of England here in 1188, to refute the alleged supremacy of the English church over the affairs of the Scottish church. There was a convention of the Scottish Estates here in 1289, to discuss the proposed marriage between Margaret, granddaughter of the late Alexander III of Scotland and Prince Edward of England, the same Edward who, as King of England, suffered ignominious defeat at Bannockburn 25 years later. Unfortunately, poor Margaret, better known as ‘the Maid of Norway’, died when she reached Orkney, on the way to start her reign of Scotland, and this paved the way for Edward I of England – Longshanks – to claim overlordship of Scotland, and start the wheels in motion that led to the Wars of Independence.


But this little village is best known for the Treaty of Birgham, drawn up in 1290 to establish the details of Scotland’s independence in the face of aggression from English Edward. It stated that the ‘Scottish Kingdom should be separate, apart and free in itself without subjection to the English Kingdom’. Would that the spirit of the men responsible for the drafting of this document were here today.


As we come level with Birgham, the Tweed becomes the border with England, so it is that country that you see on the other side of the river from here on eastwards.


A little further and we come to the junction with the A697, the main route north to Edinburgh from this part of the borders – famed for its plethora of police speed cameras – but we turn right to drive the mile or two into Coldstream. On the outskirts of this small but widely known place, we pass the entrance to ‘The Hirsel’, the private residence of Lord Home, although there is access to the grounds. Lord Home is pronounced ‘Hume’, and he is a descendent of the famous Good Sir James Douglas, mentioned elsewhere in this work. He has in his possession the sword gifted to the Douglas by Robert the Bruce, when Bruce was on his deathbed and was commissioning Douglas to take his heart on crusade after his death. Why is Home pronounced Hume, I hear you cry? I believe the name has stuck simply because when Borderers say ‘I am off home’, they tend to pronounce it ‘hyim’, and hearing this, foreigners have thought it ‘Hume’!


I have fond, fond memories of Coldstream. The first really big speech I ever did was at the invitation of Harry Brydon of Coldstream, who asked me to ‘do’ the Flodden Oration, commemorating the battle of 1513, back in 1995. I was back here in 1996 to watch the Stone of Destiny return to Scotland. As I stood among the trees above the bridge, waiting for the Stone to appear, I remember spotting the plaque halfway across the bridge, right on the border with England in midstream. I turned to some of the locals and asked what event the plaque was for. I was informed that it commemorated Robert Burns, the famed Scottish poet, and that he visited Coldstream, and crossed the very bridge in front of us that the Stone of Destiny was about to cross, albeit in the opposite direction. As stated, the plaque was right on the English border, so I enquired what the wording on it was. ‘That’s far enough!’ replied the locals in unison. Brilliant. Unfortunately, it actually records that, on 7 May 1787, Robert Burns first visited England by this route.


A tall fluted column near the bridge commemorates Charles Marjoribanks, a former MP for Berwick. It is 70 feet high, and it was erected in 1834. The original statue on top was created by Handyside Ritchie, who has already been mentioned with regard to Selkirk, but this statue was shattered by lightening in 1873, and replaced by another, four tons in weight, by the Border sculptor, Mr Currie of Darnick. Four tons? I always marvel at how that was done in the days before modern cranes. These boys certainly understood how to use ropes, blocks and tackles!


There was at one time a Cistercian priory in Coldstream, founded in 1143 by the Earl of March. It stood a little eastward of the market square, and in 1834 many bones and a stone coffin were dug up. Legend states that the prioress here brought back many of the bodies of the foremost that fell at nearby Flodden, to at least have them decently buried in Scottish soil, but not a trace of this edifice now remains.


A glance at an Ordnance Survey map will show that a mile or two north of Coldstream stands a farm by the name of Skaithmuir. A little-known battle took place in this vicinity on St Valentine’s Day, 1316. The Scots had been besieging Berwick upon Tweed, trying to wrest it from English hands to consolidate their hold on their nation after Bannockburn two years before. The English were starving, due to the Scots’ blockade of Berwick, and 80 Gascon knights among the town’s garrison decided to go out foraging. They went up Tweeddale, rounding up cattle, when word was brought to the Good Sir James Douglas of their actions. He quickly rounded up a small force and set off in pursuit. He confronted them here at Skaithmuir (pronounced Skay-muir locally) and set his men up at the little ford. When the Gascons saw that he had only around forty men they immediately attacked. Douglas slew the enemy leader, and his men fought like demons. Although they faced twice the odds, the Scots prevailed. Douglas said later it was the hardest fight he had ever been in – and for Douglas to have said that, it must have been a hard fight indeed!


There is no marker relating to this action, but it is surely a tale worth the telling.


Coldstream is probably best known for the Coldstream Guards, a regiment formed by General Monk in 1650. There is a plaque on a house in Market Square stating:




Head Quarters of Coldstream Guards


1650


Rebuilt 1865





Coldstream built itself up over the centuries by its proximity to the ford over the Tweed here. It is the first real major fording place upstream from Berwick.


I have often walked down to the riverside here, at the grassy stretch between river and town, and looked over the river, not exceedingly broad here, to England. It was at this spot that the Wars of Independence began, as this is where Edward Longshanks brought his army, ‘the mightiest in Christendom’, over the ford to ravage and subdue poor Scotland in 1296. Many armies of invasion, something like 80 in total, have crossed these fords to try and subjugate Scotland since. It always makes me stop and think as I gaze over the rippling water, and raise my eyes to the far bank. It is as if I can see those many armed and armoured riders, plunging their horses down into the water and splashing across. But we have survived all that they could throw at us.
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