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The late 13th century marked a golden era for Scotland, with the reign of Alexander III ushering in a period of relative comfort and prosperity for its people. This tranquility was shattered with the untimely death of Margaret of Norway in 1290, opening a turbulent chapter in Scottish history dominated by Edward I's expansionist ambitions. The ensuing decades were characterized by turmoil and adversity, as Scotland grappled with both external aggression and internal discord.

The Scottish aristocracy, at this critical juncture, displayed a tendency towards self-preservation and personal gain that fractured the national unity. The resultant division weakened the Scottish resistance, as many nobles chose allegiance to the English crown, prioritizing their interests over the collective welfare of their homeland. Only a stalwart few stood firm in defense of Scotland's sovereignty, embodying the spirit of patriotism in their refusal to capitulate to foreign domination.

The broader societal impact of these conflicts was profound, particularly on the middle classes and peasantry. These groups, already burdened by the heavy yoke of feudal obligations, found themselves repeatedly conscripted into the maelstrom of warfare. Their involvement in these conflicts, often characterized by their ferocity and destructive capacity, highlights the enduring resilience of the Scottish people. Despite facing overwhelming odds and the specter of annihilation, they persisted in their struggle, their actions a testament to the unyielding human spirit in the face of adversity.

The resilience of the Scottish populace in the face of relentless adversity is a narrative thread that weaves through the tumultuous period of the Wars of Scottish Independence. It is indeed remarkable that despite the prolonged periods of conflict and the systematic devastation of their lands, the Scots not only survived but occasionally triumphed over their formidable adversaries. The leadership of figures such as Wallace and Bruce capitalized on this resilience, marshaling the enduring spirit and martial prowess of their compatriots against the superior numbers of the English forces.

The agricultural prosperity that characterized Scotland under David I had waned by this period, with large swathes of arable land falling into neglect due to the ravages of war and occupation. Yet, it was the rural economy's versatility and the Scots' ingenuity in exploiting the natural resources of their land that averted widespread famine. The pastoral practices of raising sheep and cattle in remote areas, less accessible to English raiding parties, became a lifeline for the population. Similarly, the abundance of deer and other game in the highlands, along with the rich fisheries of the rivers and coasts, provided crucial sustenance.

Between 1290 and 1314, Scotland was a landscape vastly unrecognizable to the modern eye. Its valleys and lowlands were enshrouded in dense forests and underbrush, thriving untouched by human hands. This verdant wilderness, climbing the rugged slopes of the hills, offered refuge to the native fauna, a testament to the land's untamed spirit. Above these wooded cloaks, the higher terrains stretched into barren expanses, their potential for pastoral sustenance untapped, lying dormant under the wild heath.

The contrast between the cultivated and the wild was stark. Around the scattered settlements, small patches of green marked the efforts of cultivation, now slowly being reclaimed by nature in the absence of human stewardship. These were the vestiges of agriculture, islands of past human endeavor being silently overrun by the relentless advance of flora. The vast moorlands, dry and desolate in the summer, transformed into sodden expanses in the winter, a mosaic of inaccessibility marked by the occasional heather-tufted morass.

These landscapes, now seen as fertile fields and pastoral idylls, were at that time choked with gorse and heather, lying in wait for a future of utilization and prosperity. It was a period of enforced dormancy for the land, a time capsule of potential that awaited the return of peace to reveal its true value to society. 

In the vivid narratives of Macaulay, one encounters the dismal state of English highways during the reign of Charles II, yet, the roadways of early 14th century Scotland present an even more primitive picture. Scotland's landscape was scarcely marked by the passage of roads, with only a handful of Roman routes, established over a millennium prior, offering any semblance of structured travel paths. These ancient thoroughfares, where they traversed softer terrains or areas prone to erosion, were reduced to mere trails, navigable perhaps by horse but entirely unsuitable for wheeled transport, except perhaps during the driest months.

A few other pathways did exist, stretching between inland towns and occasionally extending to coastal locations for trade purposes. Notably, these routes owed their existence to the initiative of monastic orders. These early advocates of infrastructure understood the dual benefits of facilitating access to markets for the sale of surplus goods and the procurement of necessities. Monastic lands and properties were often leased on terms that combined monetary rent with obligations of manual labor, an arrangement that underscored the economic rationale for improving connectivity to nearby ports.

The urban centers of this era were sparse, modest in scale, and lightly populated. Townsfolk typically engaged in trades such as weaving, shoemaking, carpentry, and blacksmithing. However, the demand for the goods produced by these artisans was limited by the broader economic context. From ancient times well into the 15th century, Scotland's economy was heavily reliant on imports for a wide array of goods, including both everyday agricultural tools and military equipment like armor and weapons. 

During the tumultuous years leading up to and encompassing the Battle of Bannockburn, Scotland was a land where the daily rhythms of agricultural life were largely abandoned in favor of martial preparations. The cultivation of crops and other domestic endeavors were neglected as the energies and talents of the male population were singularly channeled towards the exigencies of warfare. This period saw an unparalleled focus on the militarization of society, where the arts of war took precedence over the arts of peace.

The attention to military attire and armament was particularly meticulous, facilitated by Scotland's engagement with the wider European continent. Robert Bruce and his retinue of knights were outfitted in accordance with the highest standards of the age, drawing upon the best of what foreign craftsmanship had to offer. Bruce's seal depicts him in full martial regalia: encased in linked mail, crowned helmet adorned with symbolic decorations, and surcoat bearing the emblematic Scottish lion, which also graced the trappings of his steed. This level of detail in armament was not exclusive to the king and his close companions but extended to the wider knightly and mounted warrior class, each equipped with a suite of offensive and defensive gear including lances, battle-axes, swords, and daggers.

The foot soldiers, though less heavily armored, were no less prepared for battle. Their protective gear, innovated by the legendary Michael Scott, consisted of iron skull-caps and quilted leather jackets designed to offer protection without sacrificing mobility. Armed similarly to their mounted counterparts, these infantrymen carried long pikes, battle-axes, and shields, ready to engage the enemy at close quarters and  a  strong  knife  for  use  in  close  combat.  In the Scottish ranks during the early 14th century, the archers, though crucial to the war effort, were notably less protected than their spear-wielding counterparts. Lacking shields, these archers nonetheless were equipped not only with their bows and a generous supply of arrows but also with swords, daggers, and battle-axes. These latter weapons were particularly effective in close combat, especially against dismounted knights and men-at-arms, showcasing the versatility required of them on the battlefield.

Scotland's cavalry was modest both in number and in the size of their mounts compared to the heavily armored knights of England, whose horses and riders were often sheathed entirely in mail. This discrepancy underscored the tactical differences between the two forces, with the Scots leaning more on foot soldiers and lightly mounted warriors. The Scottish knights, each supported by several squires, relied on these attendants for various battlefield roles, from horse holding and aiding in mounting to carrying additional weaponry.

Similarly, the men-at-arms were assisted by sergeants who fulfilled roles akin to those of the squires, ensuring that their charges were well-equipped and ready for combat. This system of support extended across the martial landscape, with both Scottish and English armies being trailed by a vast retinue of non-combatant followers. This auxiliary force, comprising both men and women, outnumbered the combatants themselves and was integral to the logistical operations of the army, tasked with sourcing water, preparing meals, maintaining clothing and armor, and ensuring weapons were battle-ready.

Historically, the organization of armies into battle formations was marked by simplicity, with traditions stretching back to antiquity, dictating that commanding the right wing was the apex of martial honor. This custom stemmed from the defensive posture adopted by soldiers, who carried their shields on the left arm, thereby better protecting that flank and rendering the right side more exposed to enemy blows. By the fourteenth century, the tactical deployment of forces in both England and Scotland had not seen significant innovation, characterized by a basic arrangement of infantry units and archers, with the latter sometimes massed together to maximize their lethal potential.

The English cavalry, however, became a focal point of military strategy, their ability to breach enemy lines often serving as the harbinger of victory. These cavalry charges, whether launched at a gallop to shatter Scottish formations or held in reserve to exploit breaches in the enemy's defenses, underscored the fluid dynamics of medieval warfare. Yet, it was Robert Bruce's acumen in enforcing discipline and maintaining the integrity of his battle lines that played a pivotal role in the Scottish victory at Bannockburn. His insistence on order amidst the chaos of battle highlighted a strategic foresight that was instrumental in securing success.

In the landscape of medieval European warfare, the knights and men-at-arms of England were considered nearly unbeatable due to the formidable impact of their cavalry charges. This perception was widely held across Europe, where such mounted warriors consistently emerged victorious in battle. However, this paradigm began to shift dramatically in 1302, when the Flemish forces, led by John of Namur and fighting on foot, decisively defeated the French cavalry at Courtray in Belgium. The aftermath of this battle saw the collection of 4000 gilt spurs from the field, symbolizing the magnitude of the victory and the loss of the French chivalry. This event sent ripples through the medieval world, challenging existing notions of warfare and signaling a shift towards infantry dominance.

Robert Bruce, drawing on the lessons from Courtray, adapted his military strategies accordingly, which proved instrumental throughout his reign. Notably, in 1307 at Loudon Hill, Bruce's strategically positioned spearmen, flanked by morasses, successfully repelled and routed the English cavalry led by De Valence. This engagement underscored the effectiveness of well-placed infantry against cavalry charges. Bruce's acumen was further evident in his analysis of Wallace's defeat at Falkirk, where he noted that the English knights and men-at-arms were able to decimate the Scottish spearmen after the latter's cavalry had fled. Bruce deduced that the key to his military success would be the careful selection of battlegrounds that prevented flanking maneuvers by the enemy, allowing his forces to confront their adversaries head-on.

Bruce's approach to warfare was characterized by a blend of valor and strategic prudence. He was not only a formidable warrior in personal combat but also a thoughtful and cautious leader, who meticulously weighed every decision and adapted his tactics to the evolving nature of medieval warfare. His ability to marry brute force with tactical innovation marked him as a pivotal figure in the military history of Scotland, whose legacy is defined by both his martial prowess and his strategic foresight.
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In the waning years of the 13th century, the Scottish kingdom found itself ensnared in a complex web of political intrigue, uncertainty, and ambition, following the untimely demise of Alexander III. The king's death without a direct male heir set the stage for a succession crisis that would challenge the very foundations of Scottish sovereignty and invite foreign intervention in the realm's governance.

Alexander III's lineage had been promising but was tragically cut short. His sons predeceased him, and his daughter, married into Norwegian royalty, left behind a granddaughter, Margaret, known as the Maid of Norway. The Scottish Parliament at Scone, in a decisive move, designated Margaret as the heir presumptive, setting a course for the future of the Scottish crown, contingent on the absence of any direct heirs from Alexander or the Prince of Scotland.

To manage the realm in the young heiress's absence, a regency was established, dividing the kingdom's governance between guardians responsible for the north and south. This regency, composed of notable figures such as William Fraser, Bishop of St. Andrews, and Robert Wishart, Bishop of Glasgow, among others, was to steward the kingdom until Margaret could assume the throne.

However, the consensus on Margaret's succession was not as clear-cut as it appeared. Criticism arose regarding the legitimacy and unanimity of her designation as heir, with historical accounts being contested for their portrayal of the events. The suddenness of Alexander III's death left the kingdom in a state of vulnerability, prompting immediate actions by ecclesiastical leaders and nobility, including an appeal to Edward I of England for counsel, a move that foreshadowed the complex international dynamics that would ensue.

Amidst this backdrop of uncertainty, Robert Bruce, Lord of Annandale, emerged as a claimant to the throne, igniting a period of civil discord marked by aggression and power struggles. The narrative of this tumultuous period, notably absent in the accounts of chroniclers like Barbour and Fordun, reveals the fractious nature of Scottish politics in the wake of Alexander's death.

As the regency navigated these internal challenges, external pressures loomed large. Edward I of England eyed the Scottish crown, seeing an opportunity to unite the kingdoms under his rule. Diplomatic negotiations ensued with King Eric of Norway, against a backdrop of internal discord among the Scottish guardians over the proposed matrimonial alliance between Margaret and Edward's son.

The Salisbury conference marked a pivotal moment in these negotiations, leading to the Treaty of Birgham, which promised to preserve Scottish autonomy and customs while laying the groundwork for the matrimonial alliance. Yet, the strategic positioning of Edward I, coupled with the Scottish and Norwegian responses to the treaty, highlighted the precarious balance of power and the ambitions that shaped the era's politics.

Margaret's journey to England and her subsequent fate remained shrouded in mystery and speculation, with her untimely death leaving the Scottish succession in jeopardy. The political maneuvering that followed, including the Bishop of St. Andrews' plea for Edward's intervention, underscored the kingdom's fragility and the looming threat of civil strife.

The aftermath of the Maid's death intensified the succession crisis, with Fraser's outreach to Edward and the contested claims to the throne exposing the complexities of the situation. The appeal to Edward I by the Seven Earls, asserting ancient rights and seeking to prevent unilateral decisions by the regents, reflected the deep constitutional and succession-related disputes that gripped the realm.

As Scotland navigated the treacherous waters of this succession crisis, the kingdom's fate hung in the balance, with Edward I's ambitions, the strategic maneuvering of Scottish nobility, and the constitutional dynamics at play shaping the course of events. The crisis not only tested the resilience of Scottish sovereignty but also set the stage for a protracted struggle for independence and self-determination.

​

In June 1291, a panel of commissioners was assembled to adjudicate the competing claims to the Scottish throne of Bruce and de Balliol, with proceedings adjourned until August 2nd, when they reconvened in Berwick. The deliberations over these claims have been extensively scrutinized and documented by historians, rendering a detailed reexamination here unnecessary. Instead, a succinct overview of the rationale behind their final judgment suffices.

The legal arguments for both contenders unfolded in Berwick, starting from June 2, 1292, and concluded by June 25th. John de Balliol based his claim on his lineage as the progeny of Devorguila, herself the daughter of Margaret. Margaret was the eldest offspring of the Earl of Huntingdon, who was the youngest sibling of Scottish monarchs Malcolm IV and William the Lion. This lineage positioned de Balliol as the great-grandson of the Earl and the great-grandnephew to the aforementioned kings.

Conversely, Robert Bruce staked his claim through his descent from Isabella, the Earl of Huntingdon's second daughter. This familial connection made Bruce the Earl's grandson and the grandnephew to the two Kings.

The dilemma facing the commissioners, a conundrum unprecedented in the annals of feudal jurisprudence, centered on whether the crown should pass to a descendant one generation further from the elder sister (de Balliol) or favor a closer relative of the younger sister (Bruce). This quandary unfolded within a Scotland thoroughly enmeshed in feudal norms, a stark departure from its Celtic roots. Remarkably, the ancient Celtic tradition of Tanistry, which had historically guided the succession in the realm's monarchy, was conspicuously absent from the deliberations. Under Tanistry, the lineage traced back to a shared progenitor, yet the successor was selected from among those of capable age for warfare and governance, diverging from the automatic succession of the monarch's direct offspring or grandchildren.

Confronted with the unprecedented task of determining the rightful heir to the Scottish throne, the commissioners found themselves at an impasse, lacking any historical legal precedents to guide their deliberation. Their quandary was conveyed to King Edward on August 12th, with an admission of their inability to reach a consensus on the matter at hand. The commissioners humbly deferred, stating their reluctance to offer counsel on such a significant issue without first consulting the more informed judgment of England's prelates, nobility, and other esteemed figures.

This deadlock led to another adjournment, after which Edward convened a Parliament in Berwick on October 15, 1292, to deliberate on three critical questions he posed regarding the succession dispute. The unanimous responses from Parliament essentially delegated the weighty responsibility of decision-making back to Edward, urging him to resolve the matter in accordance with the laws and customs of his realms. In the absence of clear legal guidelines, or in the case of discrepancies between English and Scottish laws, Parliament advised the King to legislate new principles, drawing upon its collective wisdom. Furthermore, it was determined that the succession to the Scottish crown should be treated with the same legal considerations as those applied to the inheritance of earldoms, baronies, and other non-divisible estates.

On November 6th, the principal claimants, John de Balliol and Robert Bruce, presented their cases in exhaustive detail before King Edward. Following their presentations, all other competitors, with the exception of de Hastings, formally withdrew their claims, paving the way for Edward's judgment on November 17th.

Edward's decision was predicated on the acknowledgment of Scotland as an indivisible realm, necessitating that the succession adhere to the laws and customs governing such inheritances in both England and Scotland. The legal principle applied favored the more distant relative of the primary lineage over the closer descendant of a secondary line, leading to the conclusion that John de Balliol was to be granted seizin of Scotland. This verdict, however, came with the stipulation that it did not infringe upon the rights of the English crown and its heirs to assert their authority in the future.

This ruling, while ostensibly grounded in the legal norms of the time, has been contested by subsequent interpretations of primogeniture, which would not necessarily have supported such a conclusion. Scottish historical accounts, particularly those by Fordun and Wyntoun, suggest a discrepancy between the commissioners' recommendation, which reportedly favored Bruce, and Edward's final decision. They insinuate that the Bishop of Durham influenced the king against endorsing Bruce, fearing he would emerge as too formidable a ruler. Anecdotal evidence further hints at the Earl of Gloucester's dramatic appeal to Edward, reminding him of the divine judgment he too would face, underscoring the contentious nature of the judgment.

Despite these allegations of bias, there's little to suggest that Edward perceived de Balliol as a more compliant subject than Bruce might have been. Bishop Fraser's advisories had effectively cautioned the king against both contenders equally. 

There is absolutely no concrete evidence to suggest that Bruce publicly contested the verdict, regardless of any private reservations he or his followers might have harbored. However, a critical aspect of Bruce's argument, notably overlooked by many and only highlighted by Sir Francis Palgrave, was conspicuously absent from Edward's judgment. This overlooked element was Bruce's assertion that in 1238, amid the waning years of Alexander II's life and his despair over not having an heir, the Lord of Annandale was recognized and designated as the lawful successor by Alexander II himself, with the concurrence of the kingdom's leading nobles.

This claim of Bruce was underpinned by the existence of barons who were participants in this declaration and were still alive in 1292, whom Bruce suggested could corroborate his claim. De Balliol, in response, argued that since Alexander II eventually had a son who inherited the throne, Bruce's designated heirship was nullified, a stance that subsequent historians have either ignored or minimally addressed. Notably, the significance of this part of Bruce’s claim has been largely dismissed or underexplored in historical discourse.

Lord Hailes, delving into this aspect of the dispute, ultimately dismissed its relevance, suggesting that the supposed declaration by Alexander II could not alter the established succession laws. He posited that the constitutional framework of Scotland and the resolution of the competing claims should not hinge on potentially unreliable testimony regarding declarations made over a century prior. Hailes cast doubt on the likelihood of Alexander II making such a proclamation, citing the monarch's circumstances and questioning the objectivity of the witnesses Bruce proposed to bring forward.

The act of Alexander, far from being an impromptu decision, was a measure of significant constitutional gravity, a detail that seemed to have eluded Lord Hailes. The discovery of the appeal by the Seven Earls, previously unconsidered by Hailes, casts Alexander's declaration in a decidedly different light. Contrary to being merely "cursorily" stated, Alexander's pronouncement was made within the solemn context of the National Assembly, imbuing it with formal deliberation and legal weight.

The assembly's decision, grounded in both domestic and imperial law, favored the inheritance rights of a son born to the second sister over those of a daughter from the eldest sister, receiving unanimous affirmation from both clerical and lay participants. This was not merely an expression of collective opinion but a formal judgment, ratified by the assembly and solemnly accepted by King Alexander. He then publicly recognized Robert Bruce, Lord of Annandale, as his legitimate heir, a moment underscored by the oath of fealty sworn to Bruce by the assembly's magnates, a ceremony recorded in the annals of Scottish treasury, though the specific document's whereabouts became uncertain over time.

This historical episode suggests that Bruce's claim to the throne, particularly his recognition by Alexander and the subsequent oath of fealty from Scotland's barons, was not only constitutionally valid but also deeply embedded in the nation's legal and ceremonial traditions. The lack of vigorous support for this part of Bruce's claim might be attributed to his advanced age, which Lord Hailes pointedly noted. However, the acknowledgment he received, and the fealty sworn to him by living barons, provide a compelling explanation for the support he garnered following the Maid of Norway's demise, shedding light on previously murky aspects of this succession dispute.

Furthermore, this acknowledgment and the support it engendered likely resonated with Annandale's grandson, the younger Robert Bruce, influencing his eventual, albeit hesitant, decision to assert his claim to the Scottish throne.

In the resolution of John de Balliol's accession to the Scottish throne, a provision was established allowing Edward, as Lord Paramount, to intervene should de Balliol fail to govern his subjects with justice. On November 19, 1292, the sovereignty and fortresses of Scotland were formally transferred to King John. The very next day marked John's act of fealty towards King Edward, symbolizing Scotland's subordination to English supremacy. This act was further emblemized by the breaking of the seal used by the Scottish Guardians, its remnants stored in the English Treasury as a stark testament to England's dominance over Scotland. The creation of a new seal for King John, evidenced by its presence on letters patent from December 24th, was a swift affair, signaling the onset of his reign and his acknowledgment of fealty to Edward.

John's coronation at Scone on St. Andrew's Day, followed by a subsequent homage at Newcastle-on-Tyne on December 26th, underscored the ceremonial continuance of Scotland's new feudal relationship with England. This period also saw the delivery of Scotland's national manuscripts to King John, documents of immense historical significance, the majority of which have not survived to the present day.
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