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THE END OF THE LINE


George was much exercised. Were they actually going to see the King of England?


Eventually they were sent for and conducted along corridors and up stairways to a small hall hung with tapestries, where, with de Vere, another man awaited them, very different in appearance, heavy-built and heavy-featured, bull-necked, florid. This proved to be Michael de la Pole, Earl of Suffolk. Despite his ponderous appearance, his voice was light, almost affable.


“Our Scottish friends,” he greeted them. “Come far to visit us. And for good reason, no doubt.”


“It seemed sufficiently so for His Grace, our King Robert, to send us,” Cospatrick answered. “Good for three kingdoms.”


‘Fishing and hawking, porridge and game, the smell of peat and bitter cold Highland nights: a page from any of Nigel Tranter’s Scottish historical novels evokes the lie of the land better than a library of history books.’


The Times
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The Cospatrick, tenth Earl of Dunbar and March, eyed his sons, all six of them, and shook his head.


“It was beyond belief, evil!” he said. “Stabbed in the back. At his neck. And by his own armour-bearer, that Bickerton. Douglas slain, while leading into battle. The wretch knew that helmet and back-armour were not fully laced up. Drove a dagger in, from behind, as they advanced. The Earl of Douglas dead!”


His sons stared at him and at each other. All knew of James, Earl of Douglas, the most powerful noble in the land, almost more powerful than their feeble monarch Robert the Second, commander of his army – moreover the brother-in-law of their father, Married to their Aunt Margaret, who had died. And now, killed by his own servant!


“Bickerton?” the eldest brother asked, another George, Master of Dunbar and March. “Is not that the name of the laird of Luffness? But ten miles from here?”


“Aye. But not laird. Son of the keeper of Luffness Castle for Lindsay of Crawford. Why Douglas had him for armour-bearer, God knows! Not one of his own Douglases. And why he did it, none can tell. As yet. Some grudge, perhaps …”


“So the battle? It was … lost?” Gavin demanded.


“No, no. I, and your Uncle John of Moray, and others, saw to that. Indeed Douglas himself! For he told those on either side of him to hold him up, keep on leading him onward and shouting, ‘A Douglas! A Douglas!’ He said that he was a dead man, knew it, but to go on and win the battle, in his name. I was leading the left wing, your uncle the right. We did not see all this, knew nothing of it until victory was won. Won, as they are now declaring, by a dead man!”


“And did they slay this armour-bearer?” David wondered. “Cut him down?”


“No. He got away. It was darkness, see you. Douglas had challenged Hotspur Percy to fight, at Newcastle. We all had. The Percy refused. But that night he pursued our army, on our way back to Scotland. We were camped at this Otterburn, in Redesdale, none so far from the border, when he struck, in darkness. A foul stroke, to be sure. And he calls himself Hotspur! Roused from sleep, we rallied as best we could. That was why Douglas’s armour had not been laced up rightly, but he did not know it. But Bickerton knew it – only he could have known. He struck. And when all was over, he was gone, fled.”


“How was the battle won, then?” George asked. At nineteen, he was the eldest, and well versed in arms; indeed he had wanted to be taken on this expedition to punish the Percy, against whom his family bore enmity, but his father had refused him, saying that his time would come, and that he should hold Dunbar Castle until he himself returned – just in case he did not.


“A battle, fought in darkness!” Patrick said. “And you all unready!”


“The darkness probably confused Percy as much as it did us. His people certainly lacked control, and scattered. We, at least, were all in one place, our encampment, asleep. In the confusion, your uncle and I led our two wings round behind the enemy, while Douglas himself took the centre. We were able to win the day – or, at least, the night! Percy was captured, with many others. But … Douglas dead!”


“I wish that I had been there!” George declared. His brothers added their agreement, although David and John, twins, were only fifteen years.


“As well that you were not. Otterburn was no victory to celebrate!”


“But you have ousted Percy of Northumberland,” Gavin pointed out. “Will Northumberland now be ours again?”


“That remains to be seen. Percy’s person could not be denied to a Douglas. My goodbrother, Dalkeith, took him, to hand over to the new earl. He is close to Robert of Fife and Menteith, who rules the land. And Fife does not love us Cospatricks!”


“Was he not with you on this venture? With the other princes, his kin?”


“He was. But he chose to go off westwards. To assail Northumberland from that side, from Cumberland. So he and his force were not at the battle at Otterburn.”


“But Northumberland should be ours,” George insisted. “Are we not really Earls of Northumbria, as well as of Dunbar and March?”


“That is an old story. Northumberland is now part of England again. Even though we now hold Percy, who calls himself earl thereof. I fear that is a cause we are unlikely to win.”


They were in the main keep of Dunbar Castle, at the far eastern tip of Lothian, that extraordinary fortalice on its series of rock-stacks rising out of the waves of the Norse Sea, the separate towers thereof linked by covered bridges, the gap below the outermost one having a sort of great gate, or portcullis, which could be lowered to block the only entrance to Dunbar harbour, an age-old device which enabled its lords to prevent fishing-boats and other craft from leaving or entering the haven, and so to ensure that a tithe or other proportion of the fish caught by the fisher-folk was duly paid. This useful supply did not prevent the young members of the earl’s family doing their own fishing, this from the parapet-walk of that outer tower, a favorite recreation, flounders in especial the catch from the sandy shallows, the hoisting of the flapping fish safely up the hundred or so feet from the water one of the challenges of the sport.


The earl’s two daughters, Elizabeth and Janet, came to join them, aged eighteen and sixteen, both good-looking, bringing hot pancakes and honey wine, much favoured by the brothers, if somewhat less so by their father, and the talk changed to more domestic matters and local happenings, problems and gossip that had occurred while the father was absent, with young George acting the Master in some measure, not always to his brothers’ expressed esteem. There had been some trouble with sheep-stealing in the Lammermuir Hills, this the major source of the family’s wealth, with some of the tenants and shepherds gone in the earl’s armed contingent. Also disputes about salmon fishing and netting on the River Tyne. More serious had been talk of a clash, in the Merse, between Homes and Swintons, in which George had not felt competent to intervene, lairds being involved. His father, who was Warden of the East March and High Sheriff, as well as earl, declared that he would deal with that. Those Homes! Far back they were of the same stock as the Cospatricks, and they tended to trade on it, sometimes to the resentment of their neighbours.


But first Earl George must go to Stirling to see King Robert, or more specifically the Earl of Fife who was really ruling Scotland for his father, now infirm and in his seventy-third year; this to inform as to the Otterburn affray and its consequences, and to make representations anent Hotspur Percy and others captured there, whose ransoms would be of considerable value, and which the new Douglas should not be allowed to monopolise; after all, it was he, Cospatrick, who had done the capturing with his brother Moray. The Cospatrick style must be upheld in the land, its importance recognised always.


The name of Cospatrick was significant, unique indeed. It was not a surname for the Dunbar and March family: they had no surname. That had to be emphasised. For the ancient Celtic royal house had nothing such, even though the present royal line called themselves Stewarts, descending from the High Stewards of Scotland, senior officials but not royal, one of whom had married the Bruce’s daughter Marjory and produced this Robert the Second, the present monarch and Fife’s father. But the Cospatricks adopted the style, not name, to indicate that they were royal where the Stewarts were not – Comes Patrick, the son of the Earl Maldred of Northumbria.


It all had come about thus, as the six sons were never allowed to forget. Malcolm the Third, King of Scots, Canmore or Big Head as he was called, had married Ingebiorg, daughter of the Earl of Orkney, and had two sons by her, Maldred and Waldeve, this before ever he met Margaret, the sister of Edgar Atheling, who should have been King of England had not William the Norman, the Conqueror, displaced him. Shipwrecked on the Scots coast, Margaret was captured by King Malcolm, and he was overcome by her beauty. So he got rid of his Queen Ingebiorg, “not without suspicion of poison”, and married Margaret, Saint Margaret as she became. And three of her sons by Malcolm succeeded as Kings of Scots: Alexander, Edgar and David. The two older princes, disinherited, were disposed of, Maldred being given the earldom of Northumbria and Waldeve Cumbria, these two counties having been handed over to Scotland by the usurper, King Stephen of England, in order to prevent invasion from the north while fighting with his own nobles. The eldest son of Malcolm, Maldred, dying soon after, his son Patrick succeeded him and became known as Comes or Earl Patrick, the first Cospatrick. Waldeve of Cumbria died without issue.


The English got the two earldoms back again in due course, and King David, the youngest of the Margaret-sons, a monarch with a conscience, sought to compensate his nephew, the Earl of Northumbria, Cospatrick, by giving him the large lands of much of Lothian and the Merse or Berwickshire, and creating him Earl of Dunbar and March. The present earl was twelfth of that line from Maldred mac Malcolm, and if he had his rights, should have been on the Scots throne. It made a strange and intriguing story, intriguing in more ways than one.


Next day the earl departed for Stirling. Leaving his younger brothers to their fishing, George, with Gavin and Colin, set off for Colbrandspath, ten miles to the south, a village with a small castle nearby, this always given to the eldest son and heir to the earldom as his heritage and seigniory, where, when he came of age and married, he could live, this on the edge of the Merse. George was very fond as well as proud of it, for it was attractively and strongly situated above a deep and steep ravine quite close to a splendid sandy beach at Pease Bay, good for swimming and horse-racing and netting salmon. Moreover it had strategic importance, which the brothers liked to dwell upon, for this ravine led into another and greater one, Pease Dean, along the narrow floor of which ran the main road to Berwick-upon-Tweed and England, and on which invading English forces were apt to come, here where the Lammermuir Hills came down to the sea and made travel difficult. Here such could be ambushed, while spread out necessarily in a lengthy line, and conquered by a much smaller company, this a source of interest and discussion by martially minded young men.


Not concerning themselves with the village, further inland in a cleft of the hills the brothers reached the red-stone tower within its courtyard, to speak with its elderly keeper and his wife, Jock and Phemie Dunbar, the man calling himself that because of far-back illegitimate descent from one of the Cospatricks. Phemie always made much of the youngsters, and ever seemed to have a stock of good things to eat and drink.


Then they went down to the beach at the bay, where there was more than half a mile of firm sand where they could race their horses with much rivalry and challenge, this beside the white-crested Norse Sea rollers, sometimes splashing in the shallows, each seeking to soak the others with the upflung spray from pounding hooves. It was late August, and warm, so soon they dismounted, to throw off their clothes and go running into the said waves, with shouts and duckings and divings, back to being boys again, since there was nobody to watch them, and lordly dignity did not have to be considered. Then they swam, and far out, with more racing and horseplay, before returning to lie naked on the warm sand in the sun, while their mounts cropped the marram grass.


Back at Coldbrandspath Tower, they were fed in typical fashion, and helped Jock Dunbar gut salmon he had netted in the bay to smoke in his kiln. Then they headed for home in a more round-about route, inland through the hills, by the secluded, all but hidden village of Oldhamstocks, where they called on one of their chief shepherds, who had reported the sheep-stealing, and on up the network of little valleys between the heights of Wedderlaw and Cocklaw and Blackcastle, to Elmscleuch, to reach the Brunt and another senior shepherd, all the slopes and moorland on the way well sheep-dotted, this of sheep and wool being so important for them. These master-shepherds, of course, had grumbled at the earl’s taking away of some of their assistants on his sally into Northumberland to add to his contribution to the force; but now they had their men back again, and the stealing ought to stop. It was the low-country folk who were responsible, of course, from places like Houndwood and Reston and Ayton, the thefts on a fairly small scale, to provide mutton for the pot and to be salted and smoked for the winter. But it was not to be permitted. If one or two of the rascals could be caught and made an example of, it would probably stop it. Some lairds hanged such offenders for sheep-stealing. Did the Master not have the power of pit and gallows for his barony of Colbrandspath?


George thought that hanging was a morsel much for stealing the odd sheep, but agreed that some punishment was advisable. But catching the transgressors would not be easy. He would have to get reliable local folk to keep their eyes and ears open. Any smoking of mutton in low-country communities ought to be fairly kenspeckle to watchers. He would see to this.


After that, with evening coming on them, it was due north round the Doon Hill, where English Edward Plantagenet, Hammer of the Scots, had won that dire Battle of Dunbar in 1296, on to the village of Spott and the low ground beyond, this only three miles from Dunbar.


They wondered how their father was getting on at Stirling, where he ought to have arrived by now. It was unfortunate for the realm that their king should be so infirm and all but useless. And his eldest son John, Earl of Carrick, was a feeble creature and would not make a good monarch, all asserted. But Carrick had a lively and worthy son, David, who presumably would one day become David the Second. As far as the brothers were concerned, the sooner the better.
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Interesting word came a few days later from none so far off. Bickerton, the slayer of the Earl of Douglas, had himself been slain. It seemed that he had returned from Otterburn to Luffness Castle where his father was keeper, and there hid himself. It was a strong place, and not to be entered by vengeance-seekers. But sundry Douglas supporters had arrived to keep watch on the hold, and waited. And when, after days had elapsed, the wretched man had considered himself to be safe and had ventured out, they had pounced. So that debt was paid, as far as could be.


It was a week thereafter that the earl arrived back at Dunbar, and he too brought significant tidings, both good and less so, and only one item at least of great concern for the family, this most remarkable – although Elizabeth was not so sure. It was that her father had come to an agreement with John, Earl of Carrick, with the King’s concurrence, that David his son, Earl Palatine of Strathearn, should wed Elizabeth.


This was a great surprise to them all, for nothing had been said about such suggestion previously. And of course it did mean that, one day, all being well, their sister would be Queen of Scotland, bringing the Cospatrick line into royal status once more.


Elizabeth’s reaction was doubting. She had known, to be sure, that eventually she would have to marry somebody chosen for her by her father; great lords’ daughters seldom had much choice as to husbands. And the word was that this David was a young man of spirit, unlike father and grandfather, and, according to the earl, quite handsome. But she would reserve judgment until she saw him.


Their father admitted that he had had to promise a very substantial dowery, in lands and moneys, to clinch the matter. A formal betrothal would follow in due course.


Less dramatic for the family, but still important, was that the earl, already Warden of the East March, was now promoted to be Chief Warden of all three Marches, a position of great authority. But it did mean that he would have to be absent from Dunbar much, and for quite lengthy periods on occasion, for the borderline stretched for no less than one hundred and ten miles, and the occupants of these parts were among the most turbulent and troublesome of both kingdoms, those of the West March in particular; so much so that the principal seat of the Chief Warden had to be at Hermitage Castle in Liddesdale, almost ninety miles from Dunbar, where the earl would have to be in residence not infrequently. It looked as though son George, the Master, would have to be much more responsible for the affairs and good governance of Dunbar and the Merse than heretofore – not that this upset him.


Another surprising development, which admittedly did not greatly affect the Cospatricks, was the succession to the earldom of Douglas. The victim at Otterburn had had only the one son, who had died in infancy; and it had been assumed that the third earl would be George Douglas, already Earl of Angus through marriage, a younger brother, who had been present at Otterburn. He was a friend of the Cospatricks, his seat being only some ten miles off, at Tantallon Castle near to North Berwick. But no, the king, at the Earl of Fife’s urging, had declared otherwise, presumably because it might put too much power into Angus’s hands, controlling two great earldoms and all the major Douglas strength. Instead he had appointed the Douglas Lord of Galloway, known as Archibald the Grim, a notable character, becoming elderly now, an illegitimate son of the famous Good Sir James Douglas, the Bruce’s great friend, who had taken the royal heart on crusade. It was an unexpected choice. No doubt Fife had had his reasons for so deciding. It would considerably concern James Douglas, Lord of Dalkeith, who could have been in line for it, after Angus, and who had married the late Agnes of Dunbar, sister and aunt of them all.


The family gathered from their father that he had had words with Robert of Fife at Stirling, although he did not give details nor dwell on it. Yet he had been made Chief Warden. They wondered why? Could it have something to do with this Douglas earldom, he known to have close links with those passed over? To help to keep him busy, and afar off?


There was much talk and concern in the family, especially about this proposed marriage of Elizabeth, however it might be worthy as regard to the royal connection. Their mother, the Countess Christian, had died some years previously, and her elder daughter, however youthful, had, as it were, taken on the role of mistress of the household, and had been quite effective as such, the servants all doing her bidding happily. Now, it seemed, they were going to lose her; and Janet, younger and much less mature, could be none so effective a replacement. Also, the thought of this of marriage itself among them, so far scarcely considered, raised recognition that they had now reached the stage in life when such was something to be contemplated, however theoretically, especially for George of course, the eldest. What would it be like to be married? He had had his youthful sallies, and tentative ventures with local girls in the town and elsewhere, needless to say, but these had been of no real involvement – they could not be, he the Master of Dunbar. Now he began to think of perhaps more suitable possibilities and liaisons, this especially in his bed of a night before sleeping. Of one thing he was determined however: he must not let his father seek to arrange some such alliance for him, as he had done for Elizabeth. When it came to a marriage, he was going to choose his own bride.


As time passed, the earl, however, had other plans for his son and heir than nuptial ones. Now that he was Chief Warden of all the Marches, with its greatly increased responsibilities, it seemed wise to relinquish his wardenship of the East March. And since so much of that area was covered by his own lands of the Merse, the obvious replacement was his eldest son, much as others might covet the position, one of those Homes in especial. Such would be a recipe for trouble. So he decided that, on his preliminary survey of his commitments, he would take George with him, to gain some perception of what being a warden entailed and meant.


George was nothing loth.


They duly set out, a week later. They would go due south first, and ride the length of this East March and its environs, from near Berwick-upon-Tweed almost to Kelso, to let George see its extent and some of the problems involved, before continuing westwards. And problems there were, here as elsewhere. Why was it that the borderers always seemed to be the most unruly of folk?


The pair of them, with only two men as escort, went down past Colbrandspath, and at that tower swung left to climb up past Aldcambus, the site of one of the battles of the Wars of Independence, on to Coldinghame Muir, this in order to have a look at Faux or Fast Castle, so named because of the falsity of its reputation, a Home place specialising in luring shipping on to the rocky coast below to become wrecks and provide booty for the wreckers. They reached its dramatic situation, perched on a projection of rock halfway down a high and sheer precipice of that cliff-girt coast, attainable only by a difficult, narrow, steep track, where they had to dismount and lead their alarmed horses, eventual access gained by a drawbridge over a yawning gap, this always raised. Their shouts in time brought a surly keeper to the gatehouse parapet opposite, who announced disrespectfully that the laird was not there meantime, and who then disappeared. The drawbridge was not lowered for them. As they turned to climb back whence they had so awkwardly come, Georges father told him that although this was a fairly extreme example of difficult dealings, it did serve as an indication of attitudes.


They rode on over the lofty moorland, past Lumsdaine, seat of a lesser family, and Cairncross, another such, but did not halt there, and came to Coldinghame itself, seat of an ancient monastic establishment and priory, the priors of which were always Homes, even though Holy Church might seek to appoint others. They did not linger here either but went on seawards to St Abbs haven, where the cliffs offered a brief remission, and a fishing community clustered, this apt to be in a state of war with Eyemouth further south over netting and lobster rights below the intervening and resumed cliffs. Frequent judicial decisions had to be made arising out of this hostility, like others.


George was learning fast.


Eyemouth itself was the next call, a place with a large harbour, of considerable value to the widespread family or clan of Home, the earl reminding his son that there were well over a score of Home lairdships in the Merse, which they all but looked upon as their own domain, despite the Dunbar overlordship.


It was no part of the father’s present excursion to make his authority evident in these parts, merely to acquaint his heir of some of the problems and questions he would be faced with. So there were no confrontations meantime.


They had come some thirty miles now, in round-about fashion, and were none so far from Berwick-upon-Tweed. The earl thought that Aytoun Castle would be as good a place as any to spend the night, rather than back at Coldinghame Priory, a Home hold but its owner elderly and reclusive. He would not be unhelpful towards his overlord.


They passed a reasonably comfortable and trouble-free night.


In the morning they continued southwards, to Foulden and Paxton, more Home houses and communities, with George enquiring how these had managed to gain so many lairdships in the Merse. He learned that one of the early Cospatricks, himself a sick man, had used a younger son, who had married the Home of Home heiress, to act as his deputy all along the March, and rewarded his excellent services thus, their properties reaching as far west as Cowdenknowes in Lauderdale, this over into the Middle March, a source of further problems inevitably. Now, with the earl Chief Warden, this at least would be less troublesome.


All that day George was made aware of the responsibilities that he was to take on, with enmities and unending disputes between Swintons and Hepburns, Heitons and Borthwicks, Logans and Cairncrosses, as well as Homes – not to mention English incomes from over the border, ill-defined as it was. It seemed that no very serious oversight was demanded, nor indeed possible, so long as the squabbling and rivalry did not enlarge into outright battle and organised raiding. It all represented, his father declared, little compared with the West March situation.


They had a word with Home of that Ilk at Home Castle on its ridge in mid-Merse, the present chief a young man, himself unsure of his hold over his clan, and quite glad of the earl’s and his son’s authority.


They moved on to the more comfortable and non-controversial monkish quarters of Kelso Abbey for the second night.


They were well into the Middle March here, and so George could feel less concerned. Now it was Kerrs, the two branches of that clan, Elliots, Turnbulls and Douglases who had to be, not kept in order, for that was not possible, but shown that they were being watched, and the overall peace kept, such minor offences as reiving, cattle-stealing, women-lifting and the like having to be ignored. They visited the tower of Smailholm above its loch, and the castles of Floors, Ferniehirst, Cessford, Minto and Cavers, before preferring to return to the abbey of Jedburgh for their third night, the earl pointing out that the monks almost always provided the best accommodation.


The next stage was past the township of Hawick to Branxholm of the Scotts; and thereafter the earl began to look more grim. They had now to climb up to Teviothead and thereafter enter into the West March, where the Chief Warden’s headaches reputedly would begin. The dales to the east, Tweed, Teviot, Ettrick, Ewes, Lauder and the rest, were comparatively accessible, and open to some degree of oversight; but ahead it was different: wild, high and broken country, great lofty ranges and all but impenetrable marshland and bog separating Liddesdale, Eskdale, Wauchopedale, Dryfesdale, Nithsdale and Annandale, where the Armstrong and Johnstones, the Maxwells and Herries, the Grahams and the Irvines, Jardines and Telfers, fought and slew, raped and ravaged, acknowledging little or no authority other than lance and sword; and as well as these, the Croziers and Robsons, the Musgraves and Dacres, the Charltons and Nixons, from across the uncertain borderline, were equally ungovernable. So uncertain was that line between the two nations that quite a substantial stretch, from Gretna at the Solway Firth mouth of the River Sark, north almost to Langholm in Eskdale and east to include much of Liddesdale, was known as the Debateable Land, some forty square miles, although the vagueness of the outline and ever changing conditions could increase it up to fifty. Some of it was quite fair country, fertile and good grazing, although most was hill and valley. No houses, nor even a shed or hut, was to be built on it; beasts could be grazed by day but not by night, so that there could be no permanent occupation, however raiding parties might traverse it.


The earl had no intention of trying to tame this wild territory, he assured his son.


Their first priority was to visit Hermitage Castle, the Chief Warden’s base. This stood proudly, remote in a side glen of upper Liddesdale, some ten miles from Teviothead, at the very southern tail-end of the Cheviot Hills. They came to it in late afternoon, to find it a massive strength, built a century before by a de Soulis of grim memory. It was of oblong shape, with a huge and high main block having square towers projecting at the four corners, tall archways on the east and west sides, and with a bretasche or open timber gallery projecting round the entire building at third-floor level, this for improved defence. Eyeing it on its raised platform of ground above the junction of a smaller burn with the Hermitage Water, so that it could not be attacked from three sides, with deep ditches all round, the visitors got the impression that it looked more as if built to withstand siege than as any station for the administration of a great area.


Their approach not going unnoticed, they were hailed from that wooden gallery with haughty demands as to who came thus unannounced to Hermitage of the Knight of Liddesdale? It was shouted back by one of their escort that it was the Earl of Dunbar and March, and the Master thereof, his lordship now Chief Warden of all the Marches. This was greeted with silence. But presently a clanking indicated the lowering of the drawbridge over one of the ditches, and a group of armed men came out, led by a wary-eyed individual who announced himself as Sir William Douglas, owner of this hold. This was another strange feature of Hermitage, for although it was designated as the base of the Chief Warden, it was actually the property of the Douglases, having been given to that family by a grateful Bruce.


However, at the earl’s and son’s dismounting and quite friendly greeting and offered handshake, the other’s stiff attitude thawed, and he showed a fair but by no means overawed welcome. He said that he had heard that his lordship had been appointed to the office, and would offer him the hospitality of his house, and might hope to aid him in the performance of his duties in the March.


So far, so good. They crossed the drawbridge and passed through one of the lofty arches to enter an open quadrangle of paved courtyard, unusual in such fortalices, where horses could be stabled and stores kept, instead of outside in subsidiary buildings.


They got on well enough with Sir William. He declared that Sir Robert Maxwell of Caerlaverock, the West March Warden, would of course give his lordship the best advice; but he had his knife into the Armstrongs, and also the Johnstones, tending to play one off against the other, these themselves age-old foes, which did not make for peace. It appeared that there were almost as many Armstrong lairdships, if that they could be called, as there were Homes at the other end of the borderline, and they were the principal source of trouble. But they did quarrel among themselves, which could be something of a blessing. They more or less between them controlled lower Liddesdale, as the Johnstones did mid-Annandale, and the Maxwells Nithsdale. The other clans could be a nuisance, but it was these three that dominated. As Warden, Douglas asserted, Maxwell was prejudiced.


Digesting all this, it was decided that the visitors’ first priority was to go and see this Robert Maxwell.


Next morning they were off south-westwards on a quite lengthy ride, not far off sixty miles, first over the flank of Roan Fell to Langholm in Eskdale, then the score of miles over more hills to Lockerbie in Annandale, and on another ten to Dumfries to speak with the provost there, this the largest town of the March. The earl showed George the greyfriars chapel where Bruce had slain the treacherous Red Comyn. Then another eight miles eastwards now to Caerlaverock Castle, the Maxwell seat.


This was a mighty place, very different from Hermitage however, V-shaped, wide water-filled moats, fed from various little lochs and marshes around, protecting its three sides, tall towers at the angles. Edward of England had assailed it with three thousand men, it defended by only sixty before it yielded after siege, and much of it was later pulled down on Bruce’s orders when he pursued the policy of destroying all castles to prevent their use by the invaders. It was handed over to the Maxwells by Bruce in token of appreciation of their support, and restored. That family actually came from the East March, on Tweedside, but in time became very much West Marchmen.


Sir Robert did not pretend to be glad to see the new Chief Warden; possibly he had hoped to fill the position himself. But he could not refuse hospitality, and his wife proved to be more friendly. The husband became a little more forthcoming when the earl indicated his surprise at Archibald the Grim becoming the new Earl of Douglas, for it seemed that Maxwell and that man, lord of Galloway nearby, did not get on. Maxwell gave many indications as to why, and seemed to have reasons for his hostility. But now that Archibald had greatly additional responsibilities and influence elsewhere, and probably would see much less of his Galloway, so the situation might well improve.


This attitude effected better relations with his unexpected visitors, and he became prepared to discuss the situation under his wardenship, making it clear that the Armstrongs were very much the main source of difficulties, although the Johnstones were not helpful, as had been indicated at Hermitage. It seemed that there were two main stems of the clan, Gilnockie and Mangerton, both equally unruly. They fought among themselves – but would always unite if attacked by others. Their depredations all along the March, and over it, were notorious, and they were quite out of hand. He, Maxwell, like his predecessors, had more or less given up trying to tame them, and restricted himself to seeking to prevent their activities from spreading into Annandale and Nithsdale and this Sark area. In this last at least he could rely on the co-operation of the English West March Warden, Scrope, who was equally concerned that the troubles did not spread hereabouts into his own territory.


Maxwell advised that the new Chief Warden should adopt the same policy.


The earl reserved judgment on that, but observed that he would wish to have a word or two with these Armstrong chiefs while he was here, which their host made clear might well be a waste of time.


So the following day it was north-eastwards for Liddesdale again, its lower reaches this time, to ford Annan at Hoddam, another Maxwell stronghold, and so over to the Kirtle Water at Bonshaw, Irvine country here, to enter the Debateable Land well south of Langholm on the Esk. This was very much a country of rivers.


The Debateable Land, to be sure, was marked by no bounds, but was nevertheless very well known to the March riders, however vague it might seem to visitors. The Cospatricks recognised that they were in it only by Maxwell’s directions. Well before they reached the River Sark they realised that they were being watched, by horsemen on a slight ridge beyond the empty pastureland; and presently they saw more, although it may have been the same trio, on another swelling of ground. Clearly they were being shadowed.


At the Sark they turned due northwards, to pass the community of Canonbie, its folk not offering allegiance to either Scotland nor England, where they were again observed warily. But they did not stop. And in a couple of miles, now in Eskdale, they came to Gilnockie.


Approaching the tower on its rise, they were met by perhaps a dozen horsemen, armed to the teeth, these led by a middle-aged man, handsome in a lean and hungry way, who challenged them, asking who came into Armstrong territory from Irvine and Maxwell land and why.


“I am Dunbar and March, Chief Warden here now. And here is the Master. Who are you?”


The other hooted. “On Gilnockie land, need you ask? March, you say? And Dunbar, was it? Which March? Not this one!”


“My earldom is the Merse, or East March. But I now warden all three. As you will find out, in due course. On the king’s authority.”


“How that? Which king?”


“Robert, of Scots. By the grace of God. Your liegelord.”


“I have no liege-lord, Robert nor Henry. I am Armstrong!”


“Your Liddesdale is in the kingdom of Scotland. We all have a liegelord. I have. You have. Mangerton, Larriston and other Armstrongs have. As have Maxwell and Douglas and Johnstone. I advise you to remember it!” The earl changed his tone. “But, see you, here is no way to meet. I come with goodwill. That we may work together, for the weal of all, not for dispute. I but seek to introduce myself, as I have done at Hermitage and Caerlaverock. Why not Gilnockie?”


The other looked at his supporters, grinning. Then he shrugged. “Goodwill is scarcely expected from wardens!” he said.


“Then we shall make a new start at it, no? Do not say that you mislike goodwill? Even with a Chief Warden!”


“How good will that will be, then?”


“Sufficiently so to ensure that we can work together. Each respecting the other’s … interests.”


“Ha! I can see to my own interests!”


“Can you? Does Johnstone of Annandale? And Maxwell? And the Englishman Scrope? And others – Dacres, Nixons, Croziers and the rest that I have heard tell of. Do their interests affect yours?” He paused. “And I can summon to my cause a thousand men, if need be. More. To aid in my task.”


That last had the Armstrong stroking his pointed beard. “Goodwill can come dear, it seems!”


“It need not be. I seek it from you, sir.”


Again the shrug. But the other reined his horse around. “Come, then. To my house yonder, Dunbar. I do not call you my lord, earl though you may be, for I have no lord. But I have wines and meats, to which you are welcome.”


“I thank you.”


They rode to the tower. It was scarcely a castle.


George ventured a word. “How came you by the name of Armstrong, sir? Strong of arm! Was it always thus? And to be lived up to!”


“I understand that it came from France, with the Normans. Fortenbras was the name they brought, which means strong of arm. It is a good enough name for the like of myself!”


They could not complain of Gilnockie hospitality, at least, wife and two young sons shy but appearing eager to please. Indeed they were offered a substantial midday meal, but had to refuse it, saying that they must be on their way to Mangerton and possibly Larriston, to see the other Armstrong chief. Gilnockie himself remained civilly guarded, but there was no more verbal sword-crossing nor veiled threats. That man did make a face when he was asked the best route to Mangerton, saying that he wished his far-out kinsman no hurt from his callers nor any other, but … The rest was left unsaid.


It seemed that Mangerton was some ten miles to the northeast up Liddesdale and they had to go by Rowanburn to Penton, then up the Liddel Water by Harelaw Mill and Kershopefoot. On the way the travellers were again aware of being kept under survey before they were halfway to their destination. But this time no party came to meet them from the tower, larger than Gilnockie, beyond the ford over the river, this within a palisade enclosure and cluster of lesser buildings, quite a settlement indeed. Before they reached the entrance they had picked up a tail of followers, none looking friendly. And at the door of the tower itself, two stern-faced men awaited them enquiringly. The earl announced that he was the new Chief Warden, come from Gilnockie to see the laird. One of the pair turned to go within, the other remaining. There was no invitation to enter.


After quite a wait, an elderly individual appeared, to announce that he was Mangerton, and to ask if he had heard aright, that his callers were from the Warden of the March – for that was Maxwell, whom he knew all too well. The speaker then spat, eloquently.


“Not Sir Robert, the West March Warden, no. I am the Earl of Dunbar and March, the new Chief Warden, come to greet you.”


Mangerton looked as though he were going to spit again, but thought better of it. “So?” he demanded.


“Do you not wish to see me? Coming in King Robert’s royal name? This is my son, the Master.”


“Why should I wish to see you, in that name, or other?”


“I would have thought that it would interest you. In order that you might know who wields chiefest authority hereabouts now!”


“I wield all necessary authority, sirrah!”


“Over whom? Your Armstrongs perhaps. But who else?”


“That is sufficient.”


“I think not. Do you consider that His Grace’s Chief Warden has no powers, Mangerton?”


“Not here. Nor in the Debateable Land, he has not. Maxwell has learned that.”


“If the English invade would you not be glad of my powers?”


“The English!” The other spat again.


“I have come a long road to see you here. Does it mean nothing to you, Mangerton?”


The other answered that by turning away and re-entering his house, but with no hint of invitation to follow him. He left the two guards in the doorway.


Angrily the earl swung on his heel and strode back to his horse among the now quite large throng, George following. He had never seen his sire so livid. Almost he himself was afraid to speak.


Not waiting, the earl spurred away.


When he caught up, George soon realised that they were being followed, at some distance, this time by horsemen, perhaps a score of them.


The earl found words. “Never have I known the like! Insolence! Sheer, damnable insolence! That freebooting outlaw! Gilnockie was ill enough, at first. But this one is beyond all belief! Not even to have me in his wretched house – me, the Cospatrick!”


“Sir Robert Maxwell warned us as to these Armstrongs,” George reminded. “They heed no man, even the king.”


“They will heed me, before I am finished with them!” His father turned in his saddle to look back, beyond their two escorts, at the more distant attenders. “When next I come to Mangerton I will come in strength!”


George kept silent.


It was a good five miles before, at Harelaw Mill, the steel-bonneted riders behind turned to ride whence they had come, presumably this the end of Mangerton land. By that time his father had recovered most of his composure, although his jaw was still set.


“Where now?” George asked.


“I have had all but sufficient,” his father declared. “But Johnstone I must see. Then home. Johnstone, I deem, will be something less ill than these Armstrongs, but his clan is not gentle either. They own Annandale, or much of it, a long vale. Maxwell, who does not love them, said that the chief’s house is Lochhouse Tower, up near to Moffat, far up the dale. So, John Johnstone of that Ilk. It is a fair distance off, but on our way back to Dunbar. If we can win to Langholm town tonight, there is a monkish hospice there, I understand. A dozen miles …”


They made a fairly silent ride of it through those miles to the Esk.


The monks, as ever, treated them kindly, which helped to restore the earl to a more normal frame of mind.


Thereafter it was due west for them, a score of miles to Lockerbie in Annandale. They were in mixed Johnstone and Jardine country here, but a long way from the residence of the Johnstone chief. They called at Spedlins Tower, the Jardine seat, but he was elsewhere meantime. So it was onward, north now up the long Annan Water, George glad to feel that he was beginning to head homewards. The countryside was attractive, but he had had enough of its inhabitants.


Ten miles up they passed Johnstonebridge, a small community, but they were not in any way challenged here, and as they continued they did not feel themselves under any supervision; if they were, it was not obvious. Were these Johnstones a better-behaved folk? The earl said that they had a bloody reputation, nevertheless.


At length, in late afternoon, with Moffat only a couple of miles ahead, they came to Lochhouse Tower, the name accounted for by not so much a loch as a succession of pools and ponds in reedy marshland, making an excellent defensive situation to be sure. The building was unusual in that, although a typical enough high square tower or keep, its angles were rounded, and it was erected on a massive basement course of masonry, no doubt to keep it from sinking into the soft boggy ground, all surrounded by the normal wide moat.


Their reception here was nowise dramatic nor hostile, although it was some time before they could gain entrance after they shouted their identity from beyond that moat, and the drawbridge was lowered for them. Within the gatehouse, they were received by the Lady Johnstone, who seemed much flustered by their arrival, declaring that her husband was presently over at Moffat. He would be back for his evening meal, however. She had heard that his lordship was in the West March, word evidently getting around effectively. Would they be staying the night at Lochhouse?


The earl said that they would be able to find fair enough accommodation in Moffat town, the lady looking doubtful. She showed them to a bedchamber, however, and had hot water sent up for their washing, and wine to sustain them.


They did not have to wait long for Sir John’s arrival, he proving to be a burly and florid man, who was a deal more certain of himself than was his wife. He declared straight away that he hoped that the new Chief Warden appointed would be sufficiently strong to keep the West Warden, Maxwell, in his place, which had not been the case for some time. This made a significant start.


The earl made careful reply, to the effect that he had come not to overrule or to supplant the warden here, but to inform himself of conditions, and to speak with those in positions of power in the March. Hence this visit.


Johnstone nodded, but declared that he would well inform his guests as to the said conditions. After eating, they would discuss the situation. Clearly they were expected to stay the night.


They ate well, in the midst of a large and noisy family, none save the lady of the house seeming in any way in awe of the visitors. Afterwards Sir John took them to a with-drawing-room, where, without any waste of time, he started on his complaints about Maxwell of Caerlaverock.


“He makes but an ill warden,” he announced. “Does not keep the warring folk in order, especially the Armstrongs. Nor his own folk, indeed. But he troubles mine!”


“M’mm. And yours are always … law-abiding, Sir John?”


“By our border laws, the Leges Marchiarum, yes. I see to that.”


“I am sure that you do. But those laws are, shall we say, open to differing reading and acceptance, no?”


“We understand them well enough. Even if Maxwell does not.”


“The Johnstones and the Maxwells have been for long at feud, have they not? This may … colour your views on the warden.”


The other did not answer.


“I have seen Sir Robert, and he knows my views. I have also seen the Armstrongs – at least, Gilnockie and Mangerton. Different folk, in especial the latter!”


“Aye. Murdering, thieving rogues! We suffer from them and their like.”


“They do not trouble you up here? As far north as this, surely? A long way from lower Liddesdale.”


“No-o-o. But they raid into lower down Annandale. My town of Lockerbie suffers. And Johnstonebridge.”


“And your Johnstones raid back, I am told?”


“Only in justifiable return. According to our laws. Would you have me sit here and weep! When cattle and sheep are stolen, houses burned, women ravished? Johnstone does not accept the like.” He pointed a finger at the earl. “Maxwell should punish them. As warden. But does not. So I must.”


His guest sighed. This was getting them nowhere. “What would you have me to do? Bring an army down here? That could well endanger you all, cost you dear. And what of the others? The lesser clans? Jardines, Irvines, Wauchopes, Grahams, Elliots, Beatties. What of them?”


Johnstone waved a dismissive hand. “They must look after themselves. They can be no saints either!”


George, listening, came to the conclusion that this West March might well be best left to stew in its own juice.


He gathered that his father was beginning to think the same way. “I will consider all that you have told me, Sir John,” the earl said. “And seek to act accordingly.” He straightened up in his chair and finished the wine in his goblet, indicating an end to discussion. “Now, of your kindness – bed. We have a long ride ahead of us tomorrow. Back through the Ettrick Forest to Tweed, and then up into the Merse for Lothian. We may win as far as Melrose Abbey for the night.”


“To be sure. You bide far from the West March!” That was said significantly.


They eyed each other levelly as they rose from the table.


The Cospatrick pair made an early start next morning, after a carefully non-committal parting from Johnstone.


After some silent riding, George remarked, “He is different from the others. But little better, I think.”


His father did not comment.


“I would not wish to be Chief Warden, one day. The East March will be enough for me!”
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They arrived back at Dunbar Castle to find all in a state of great stir. The king, Robert the Second, had suddenly died, aged seventy-four and, aged and ineffective as he had been latterly, all but chaos ensued; this because his eldest son and heir, John, Earl of Carrick, was infirm, walking with a limp, and feeble, likely to make an incompetent monarch. And, of course, his royal father, however dilatory he had become latterly, had been sufficiently active in other ways earlier, and had left a great brood of offspring, legitimate and otherwise, five lawful sons and five lawful daughters, and so many bastards as to be scarcely countable. With a weakly successor on the throne, these princes and princesses, not to mention their half-brethren, would be struggling in rivalry to gain power and wealth undoubtedly, Fife, the second son, the most dominant.


A parliament was to be held to seek to order matters, as far as possible, and only a week hence, at Edinburgh, the normal forty days’ notice dispensed with in these circumstances.


George Douglas, Earl of Angus, from Tantallon, had been twice at Dunbar, seeking the Cospatrick urgently.


The problems of the border Marches were to be left in abeyance meantime.


Deputing George to deal with any local affairs that had cropped up during their absence and which his brothers had not been competent to see to, the earl rode off next morning for Tantallon, to see Angus.


When he came back, he was looking grave. Angus, it seemed, was alarmed, and with reason. The word was that Robert of Fife and Archibald the Grim had, as it were, joined forces to seek to control the national situation; and a formidable pair they would make. It was Fife who had persuaded the late monarch to appoint Archibald the third Earl of Douglas instead of Angus, the previous earl’s brother. If Fife could sway his own brothers to support him, with Douglas help, he would become the most powerful man the realm had seen for long. And he was as unscrupulous as he was ambitious. Scotland was in for testing times. This parliament would be a significant one indeed.


His father said that George ought to come with him to Edinburgh to watch the proceedings, which would be an education for him. The session was to be held, apparently, not in the rock-top castle as was usual, but in the Abbey of the Holy Rood; why was not explained.


Elizabeth suggested that she might accompany them to Edinburgh also. After all, the new king’s son, David of Strathearn, to whom she was now betrothed, would be certain to be there, and she would wish at least to have sight of him. Her father declared that this was not the occasion for such meeting.


So once again, presently, earl and eldest son set off together on a very different excursion this time.


Reaching Edinburgh from the east, they rode through the royal parkland around the great soaring hill of Arthur’s Seat, to approach Holyrood. And nearing the abbey they found a large encampment settled there, many pavilions and tents pitched, and all flying the blue and white colours, with the red Bruce heart, of Douglas, all but an army. Eyeing it, the earl looked tense. Douglas – and in force!


He was not the only one to view that host with concern and foreboding. What was it there for? To intimidate? Normally attenders at a parliament brought only a few supporters with them.


What had been the abbot’s house had been taken over some time before and extended into a royal palace, so much more convenient and comfortable than the citadel up on its cliffs a mile away. It was thronged now with the great ones of the land, among whom George was glad to see his Uncle John of Moray, of whom he was fond, come down from his northern fastnesses, the second son of the famous grandmother, Black Agnes of Dunbar. The brothers were quickly into urgent consultation, joined presently by the Earl of Angus.


The parliament was to meet in the great hall of the palace, and George found himself consigned to the minstrels’ gallery above, along with others, some of these ladies, who, a neighbour whispered to him, were princesses. An air of excitement prevailed.


The commissioners, as they were called, less the earls, were filing into their benches below: lords, county representatives, provosts of royal burghs and, slightly apart, bishops and mitred abbots, the Three Estates. There was a great buzz of talk.


Presently a trumpet blast silenced the chatter, and the Lord Lyon King of Arms emerged from a side door, with his heralds, to announce the entry of the earls. These entered in formal procession, to emphasise that they represented the ri, the ancient lesser kings of the original Celtic realm, who elected the Ard Righ or High King, the most suitable member of the royal line, to rule, a very wise and effective procedure which, unfortunately, had been long superseded by the father-and-eldest-son succession that now prevailed. George wondered, had this system been still in force, who the earls would have appointed to the throne today? Possibly even his own father, the Cospatrick.


There was a full turnout of earls, they saw, including the royal ones of Buchan and Caithness – but not, it was to be noted, Fife.


When these were seated, Cospatrick and his brother Moray among the first, the officers of state were ushered in, bearing the crown on a cushion, the sword of state and the sceptre. These went to stand at the back of the dais platform.


A pause, and the Chancellor, Bishop Peebles of Dunkeld, came in, to go to his table in front of the throne, where two clerks already stood with his papers.


A flourish of trumpets followed, and in limped a stooping figure, richly clad but old-seeming for his fifty-seven years: John Stewart, up till now Earl of Carrick, the new monarch. All stood as he shuffled uncertainly to the throne. Close behind him came Robert, Earl of Fife and Menteith, and a good-looking youth, smiling easily, so different from his father, David, Earl Palatine of Strathearn. He and his Uncle Robert went to stand on either side of the throne.


“God save the king!” the Lord Lyon called, and the cry was taken up by all present, even though somewhat less than fervently.


It was Fife who waved to the bowing Chancellor to proceed, not his elder brother.


“Your Grace, my lords temporal and spiritual and all commissioners,” the bishop announced. “I, Chancellor of this realm, declare this parliament to be in session. We commence by greeting the King’s Grace, who awaits his royal coronation in due course. We vow him all our leal support, goodwill and acclaim.” And he turned and bowed again to the throne.


John Stewart raised a shaky hand, that was all.


The prelate went on. “The first business of this parliament is the good continuing governance of the realm. I call upon his Highness’s brother, Robert, Earl of Fife and Menteith, to speak first to this.”


Fife came forward, scanning all the ranks before him, narrow-eyed. He was in no hurry to speak. When he did, it was flatly authoritative. “His Grace, my royal brother, has the misfortune to lack the best of health. Not all of the duties of rule will he find it possible to attend to in person, he would have me inform you. So – he has appointed myself to be regent and governor of the realm, as His Grace’s representative, to act on his advice and in his name.”


Breaths were drawn throughout that hall. Regent! Governor! Acting the king, with the king on the throne! Never had the like been known in Scotland, although it had in England. Fife, regent! Men stared at each other. There were murmurs, but no voice was actually raised.


“I shall be deemed to do His Grace’s will and sustain the crown’s authority in all things,” Fife went on. “And I shall expect the support and fullest aid of all leal men.” He paused. “And in this of the royal name, it is my duty and satisfaction to declare to you all that His Grace, recognising that the only King John of Scots heretofore was the unfortunate and English-born John Balliol, chosen by Edward of England to sit on the Scots throne as his minion, has decided that at his coronation he will be crowned not as King John the Second but as King Robert the Third. This in honoured memory of his great-grandsire, and my own, Robert the First, the Bruce.”


More gasps at that.


“The coronation will be held at Scone as soon as is convenient to His Grace. My Lord Chancellor, I have but one other announcement to make. The king has approved of the appointment of Archibald, Earl of Douglas, as commander of the royal armed forces.”


Archibald the Grim, from the earls’ benches, stood up, bowed, and sat again, without speaking.


There were more murmurs now from all around, not least from the other earls themselves. This was as unusual and controversial a statement as what had gone before. For the Knight Marischal, he who had borne in the sword of state, and was standing behind the throne, was the normal and hereditary commander-in-chief, whoever actually led the assembled levies of the lords in warfare, for there was, of course, no standing army. Moreover Sir William Keith, the present Marischal, was related by marriage to the late king, one of his sons, recently dead, having wed a sister of the new monarch, and Fife himself. So here was cause for upset. But, since the appointment was announced in the king’s name, and in his presence, it was in the nature of a royal command, and not to be contested in parliament, however much it might be objected to hereafter.


“My Lord Chancellor …” Fife turned and went back to stand at his brother’s right hand again.


There was not a little talk and comment in the hall, so much so that the bishop had to beat on his table with a gavel for silence. Consulting his papers, he raised voice.


“A matter of concern, immediate concern for this parliament, has arisen. Donald, Lord of the Isles, has taken to arms against loyal subjects of the king in the north. And not for the first time. Moreover he has, in most extraordinary fashion, concluded a so-called treaty with King Richard of England, this of mutual aid, acting the independent prince and no leal subject, a disgraceful and shameful offence. Also he has dispossessed his own mother, the Princess Margaret Stewart, from her castle on the Isle of Islay, when she protested against this of England. It falls to this parliament to order the required chastisement.”


There was not a little talk at this statement. All there were only too well aware of earlier contentions with the Lords of the Isles, and the difficulties of enforcing southern rule up there. The present lord’s father had been notorious in this, despite having wed the Princess Margaret. The Isles, Hebrides and West Highland coast were all but unreachable for armies, and no ships available to the royal authority could have any effect on the Islesmen’s great fleets of longships and birlinns, these so often called “the greyhounds of the seas”. But this of a treaty with English Richard admittedly sounded challenging.


Earl John of Moray spoke up. “My Lord Chancellor, I know Donald of the Isles. My lands meet his, or those he has sway over. I do not disesteem him. He is a man of parts. And, I judge, of no danger to this realm. His inroads into the Highland West are to keep the feuding clans there in some sort of order, as is indeed required – Macleods, Macleans, Camerons, Mackintoshes, Shaws and the rest. His removal of his mother from Islay is of no great hardship for her. It is the caput of his lordship, and he is entitled to hold it himself, with his wife Euphemia. There are a sufficiency of other castles and strengths in the Isles for her to dwell in. This of a treaty with England sounds unseemly, but the word in the north is that it is a threat not to Scotland but to Ulster, where Donald has great lands. The Anglo-Irish lords there have been assailing these from the south, and the agreement with King Richard is to seek to halt these. I say that chastisement of Donald of the Isles is not called for. Whereas the threats of Percy, Earl of Northumberland, and now the Earl of Nottingham, Earl Marshal of England, should be more our concern. I so move.”


George’s father rose to second that, as did Robert, Earl of Sutherland, who was married to Moray’s daughter, Mabella. There was major support voiced throughout the hall.


Bishop John turned to look at the throne, or more truly at the Earl of Fife.


That man could perceive the general acceptance of Moray’s motion, and, ever calculating, did not challenge it.


“My Lord Chancellor,” he said, “if there is no contrary motion put forward, I would suggest that instead of seeking to proceed against the Lord of the Isles at this time, we should recognise the danger from nearer at hand, from the south. The Earl Marshal of England, Nottingham, who is also presently Warden of the English East March, has scoffed at Percy of Northumberland for losing at Otterburn, saying that he will show him how to bring the Scots to heel, even if they oppose him with numbers double that of his own. The folly of him! But this, from King Richard’s Marshal, clearly indicates danger for our realm. Therefore I move that we should send a large force south over the East March, and challenge this Nottingham to fulfil his boast. I judge that Percy of Northumberland will not support him. We should show the English that Scotland is not to be threatened so.”
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