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THE WALLACE


‘You give me leave to speak, my lord?’ Bruce asked the Steward.


At that man’s nod, he turned. ‘I have heard what is proposed, my friends,’ he said. ‘And I too say that a Guardian of the Realm should be appointed. But not myself, who has fought no battles, earned no plaudits, am but untried amongst you. Only one man, at this juncture, can fill Scotland’s need today. Only one man will the people follow. That man is William Wallace of Elderslie. I name you Wallace as Guardian!’ It was though a dam had burst, and the emotion of the men surged free in clamour. The shout that rose seemed to shake the very hills.


It was some time before Bruce could make himself heard again. ‘Hear me – hear me, my friends. Wallace has rid us of the English. But they will be back. And he needs must do it again. Nothing on God’s earth is so sure than that they will be back …’
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Part One






CHAPTER ONE


The man stood, weeping. If weeping describes the dry-eyed, deep and tearing sobs which racked his enormous frame, in an extremity of sorrow, pain, hurt. The three men with him eyed him askance, or sought not to eye him, afraid almost to look on his distress. Not that they were ashamed, embarrassed. They were, in fact, terrified — terrified of their friend.


The scene was indeed terrible. But it was not the scene which frightened them. It was the big man weeping, sobbing. Most things this man did, he did with his whole heart and mind and faculties — and that could hold its own alarm for the less committed. When his emotions were strongly aroused, subsequent action could be swift, shattering, shocking, indeed — not in sheer impulsiveness nor mindless violence, but in intense, calculated vehemence. For this was a man of thought and assessment equally as of action — a rare combination, in itself apt to make others uneasy. Just as in reverse as it were, his gentleness, kindliness even patience, could be as unexpected, insupportable in its implied demands on others.


Yet the three others loved him.


William Wallace’s lips were moving. ‘God in Heaven help me!’ he whispered. ‘God in Heaven — help me!’ He raised two great hands up and forward and open, towards that scene of horror, but higher. ‘I need … Your help.’ His hands and arms, like his entire huge frame, were trembling, so that the ground they stood on seemed to shake in elemental accord.


For long moments he stood so — and his companions scarcely drew breath. Then, suddenly jerking both hands higher still, he reached over in a single swift and sure movement, above and behind his bare head, to whip out with the harsh shriek of steel, the mighty two-handed sword sheathed at his back. In a great sweeping arc he brought its five feet of length over and down, and, as its tip nearly reached the ground, released his grip on its hilt to catch it again expertly, halfway down the broad blade, and so to raise it aloft before him, cross-shaped hilt and guard forming the sacred symbol. There he held it, still, unspeaking — and no sound save the faint residual crackle of fire, and the ululant howling of a hound in its desolation, broke the hush of the warm afternoon.


Unspoken, the fearsome, fatal vow was made, there in the quiet green Ayrshire valley — unspoken because it required no words, no detail, no explanation. For life and death, for ever, for eternity, the vow was made, the decision reached, the compact sealed, the task dedicated. And his witnesses, Master John Blair, Benedictine monk, Robert Boyd, tenant-farmer, and Edward Little nephew and small laird’s son, stared destiny in the face and shivered.


After a little, still not trusting himself to speech, Wallace lowered the sword, and moved forward, heavy-footed, towards Carleith Tower.


It was a small place to have undergone so notable a visitation, a simple square keep of but three storeys and a garret, of no more than twenty-five feet measurement, crowning a grass-grown artificial motte or mound, some twenty feet high, the soil for which had been dug out to form a deep surrounding ditch, into which a lade from the nearby Killoch Burn had been led to fill a moat. Within the ditch, but below the mound a high stone wall arose, square also but rounded at the corners, the paling for this pele-tower, pierced only by a single gateway, to the west, at the end of a drawbridge across the ditch. This gateway stood open, the heavy oaken and iron-bound doors wide but undamaged. The bridge was down. A pall of blue smoke rose lazily in the warm early autumn air from all within — even from the square keep on its mound, for it was not a stone tower but built of stout timbers, only coated with whitewashed clay to protect it from blazing arrows. It was not blazing arrows that had done this. The whitewashed walls were still comparatively unscarred. This fire had been lit from within, as had the fires which had destroyed the lean-to domestic buildings and stables built against the curtain-walling around the mound. There had been no arrows, no assault, no fighting, here.


None of all this held the gaze of the four young men, as they paced so slowly forward. It was the bodies which appalled them. Dead bodies were none so rare a sight in the Scotland of 1296, admittedly; but these were perhaps exceptional. When the drawbridge was let down, the portcullis apparatus here projected two long timber beams, from which the chains depended. These beams had been used as gibbets. Hanged men, likewise, were not a scarce sight, under the Lord Paramount Edward’s rule; but hanged women and children were less common, especially hanged as were these.


There were fourteen bodies, or parts of bodies, swaying gently on ropes. Old Cunninghame of Carleith himself, the laird, had pride of place, and hung, not from one of the beams, but from the keystone of the arched gateway itself. The newcomers knew it was he from his girth, he being a large and bulky man, heavy, in his late sixties — for his white-bearded head, sadly reddened now, did not hang below his shoulders, but was kicked into a corner of the entrance. The rest of him hung by an ankle — they all did — in particularly ignominious postures. None, it seemed, had died by hanging.


The laird, however, was the only one who had retained any of his clothing. His son, Dod Cunninghame — whom the four young men had, in fact, come to see — had not lost his head, only his genitals and all his limbs. His younger brother Rob, likewise, but also partly disembowelled. Something horrible had been stuffed into his open mouth.


But it was the women who had them all but vomiting. Lady Carleith, twenty years younger than her husband, her three daughters and two serving women, had all suffered alike — at least, in appearance. All hung upside-down, naked; all had their breasts sliced off; and all had stakes or axe-shafts or other, wooden handles projecting upwards from between their thighs. Five children, the offspring of Dod and a married sister — whose husband was a prisoner captured at the defeat of Dunbar and awaiting ransom — aged from two to eight, had merely been hacked to pieces and the parts strung up anyhow, in bundles.


The flies were a humming dark cloud about all.


Forcing himself to look, not to hurry past eyes averted, William Wallace still dared not speak. John Blair, the monk, was muttering Latinities in an unending, incoherent gabble; Edward Little, whose far-out kinsfolk these were, was mouthing incessant obscenities with tears streaming down his cheeks; Robert Boyd, hard man, kept smashing a clenched fist into an open palm, again and again and again, as eloquence enough.


A paper was affixed to one of the half-doors, held in place by a reddened dirk. It was only roughly penned, and in blood — probably no better ink was readily available — and not very legible, for the blood had run and clotted. But the intimation was clear enough, and brief. It said, in Norman French:


‘King Edward’s Peace.


These failed to do homage to the King’s Grace, as commanded.


So suffer all traitors.


God Save the King.’


Wallace ripped the paper from the timbering, and crushed it in convulsive grippings of his huge hand. Then he paused, smoothed it out again, and folded it, to tuck it away inside the calfskin leather sleeveless jerkin which he was wearing in lieu of the steel jack and chain-mail which was his more usual travelling garb in these unsettled days of English Edward’s Peace — for this had been more in the nature of a social call than any expedition. He led the way through the gateway into the courtyard.


Here all was the expected ruin and chaos, with smouldering thatch and straw, scattered clothing, smashed furnishings and implements, dead and charred poultry and dogs littered on the cobblestones, in the doorways of the burned-out stables and outhouses, on the steps up to the keep. The horses and cattle had gone, as worth driving off. Life remained only in the shape of a single grey wolfhound, a red gash on its shaggy flank, whose baying to the uncaring sun-filled sky had warned them from afar, even before they saw the smoke, as to what to expect at Carleith Tower. Now it stood over the body of a mutilated child, which somehow had escaped the hanging-up process, and snarled in white-fanged fear and hatred at the intruders.


But it was not so much to the surviving dog or its small forlorn charge that the young men’s eyes were drawn, but rather to the round well-parapet in the centre of the cobbled yard. Out of this, as though from a stuffed and bursting sack, sprouted legs and arms and torsoes, some clad, some naked. The fact that they so protruded, from a deep well-shaft, told its own story.


Here was the answer to the question of why the scatter of cot-houses, thatch burned and ravaged, which the visitors had had to pass along the Killoch burnside approaching the Tower, had held neither occupants nor bodies. All the cottar-folk, farmhands, shepherds, cattlemen, wrights, smith, miller and the rest, of a little self-contained community amongst these Ayrshire-Lanarkshire border hills, with their families, had been driven in here, to their laird’s courtyard, and slaughtered en masse, rather than outside in penny-numbers, their bodies crammed down the well, where the lairdly family had been elevated on ropes. There might be thirty or forty or more, in that well. No small group of marauders could have done this; it must have been a sizeable company of soldiery.


They were not so very far from the main highway from Ayr to Lanark, here at Carleith, four miles up the dead-end valley of the Killoch Water from Mauchline. The young men had themselves ridden eastwards from the Ayr district that morning — and they had passed no body of troops. Therefore the perpetrators of this outrage, in all probability, had gone on eastwards towards Lanark, a score of miles further through the empty hills by Muirkirk and Douglasdale. There was almost nowhere else they could have gone, to shelter for a night secure, for a fairly large party of English in a country hostile if largely subdued, sullenly repressed. Only the large towns, garrisoned, offered safe lodging for the invaders. Ayr was the headquarters of the Percy, Warden of Galloway and Ayrshire; and Lanark the base of his principal deputy, Sir William de Hazelrigg, new-styled Earl of Clydesdale and Sheriff of Lanark. The company who had done this thing were almost certainly, then, on their way from Ayr to Lanark.


After a minute or so of stunned reaction, Wallace pulled himself together and took charge. Digging any sort of graves for all these dead was out of the question for four men. They took the top bodies, shamefully reluctantly at first, out of the well-shaft, until there was a sufficiency of space below the parapet, and this they filled in meantime with charred thatch and straw from the stables. The half-dozen dead thus removed, they carried out to the drawbridge, where they cut down the ghastly things which hung there. They found blankets and plaids from the sacked keep, and in these they wrapped all the remains, as reverently as they might, and took them to a sort of small re-entrant of the moat, a grassy hollow to the south, slightly higher than the water level. In this they placed the bodies. All kneeling, Father John said a disjointed, broken-voiced prayer of committal and Christian burial. Then they filled, up the hollow with more thatch and straw, and dug out a layer of soil to cover all, hacking and shovelling at the earth with the muscular fury of strong men who desperately needed physical action of some sort, any sort, to relieve something of their pent-up emotion. Then they went back and said another prayer over the wellful of victims. Robert Boyd put a crossbow-bolt between the eyes of the snarling, half-mad, wounded wolfhound, since they could by no means either approach or aid it.


There was nothing else that they could do here — whatever fell to be done elsewhere. Apart from the praying, they had scarcely exchanged a score of consecutive words with one another throughout. Words, muttered half-formed curses apart, were as inadequate and valueless as they were emotive, liable to release an embarrassing flood. But as they strode away from Carleith Tower, towards their horses left by one of the cot-houses, William Wallace paused at the bridge-end, and looked back.


‘God aiding me, the men who did this evil thing will go to answer for it. To a higher court than Edward Plantagenet’s!’ he said, deep-voiced, ‘And, thereafter, we will seek to cleanse this good land of, of …’ The deep voice cracked and broke. He could not go on. Nor required to. He swung away abruptly.


‘So be it,’ John Blair took him up, quietly. ‘In the name of the Father, of the Son and of the Holy Spirit. Amen.’


Mounting, they rode back down the empty valley, to head eastwards, for Lanark.
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It was the dove-grey of a quiet September evening before they reached the hill-terraced town of Lanark, above the deep gut of the upper Clyde valley, its climbing narrow streets already beginning to be dominated by the towering stark stonework of the New English castle being built, on the site of the older strength on Castle Hill, by the equally new and self-styled Earl of Clydesdale, the Cumbrian Sir William de Hazelrigg, Sheriff of Lanark under Edward Longshanks’ improved administration for the occupied Kingdom of Scotland. Away in the foothills, Lanark was less conveniently sited than Ayr on the coast, so Percy, Governor and Warden of all the South-West, did not base himself there. But it was strategically important too, lying at the north-west extremity of that vast upland area of wilderness known as The Forest, more properly Ettrick Forest, which covered so much of the southern part of Scotland, providing a buffer between the Borderlands and the populous and fertile central belt — and a notorious refuge for the numerous outlaws, broken men and fugitives from settled authority. Lanark, although fifty miles from the Borderline, was a frontier town, and the English treated it accordingly. This summer of 1296, it swarmed with soldiery.


It was not a place that William Wallace and his friends would have chosen to frequent in the circumstances, especially not to leave his recently wed wife in. But she was undoubtedly safer here, in her family’s townhouse, amongst her own folk, than she would have been anywhere else that her footloose and presently homeless husband could have installed her. It was their misfortune to have wed just before the time that Edward Plantagenet had decided to end the sham semi-independence of King John Baliol’s puppet government, to strip John of his powers and freedom, and send him a humiliated prisoner to England, taking over with an iron hand the rule of the northern kingdom for himself. Included in his edicts was the peremptory requirement that all land-holders, officers, magistrates and men of substance take the oath of allegiance to himself, Edward of England, no longer merely as self-appointed Lord Paramount, but as King — not of Scots, since he no longer accepted Scotland to be a kingdom — but of England, under pain of death. Most, at least in the southern part of the country, had done so, however reluctantly and with inward reservations. Sir Malcolm Wallace of Elderslie had refused — and had died for his pains. It was wise, therefore, for his sons Malcolm, William and John, not to make themselves prominent, not to claim any lands, even those most rightly their own, not to identify themselves meantime with houses, offices, positions. They were not exactly outlaws — yet; but they were marked men. Will most especially, for sufficient reason. In the circumstances, the new bride, daughter of Sir Hugh Braidfoot of Lamington, was best remaining in her father’s house, since he was one of the majority who had taken the oath.


The four young men avoided the main streets of the town, crowded with strolling and drunken soldiery — and such of the local women as would associate with them. Wallace was apt to avoid busy places anyway, these days. He had a distinct physical handicap, when it came to associating with other folk; he was six feet seven inches in height, broad in proportion, and in consequence stood out head and shoulders in any company he kept. It went without saying that this was a great trial to a young man who very frequently had need to be inconspicuous, anonymous, before the present ruling authorities in Scotland. He was, in fact, a highly unsuitable husband for Marion Braidfoot, or any woman — at least in some respects.


So the newcomers slipped into Lanark by back ways, left their horses at the rear of an obscure alehouse in the South Vennel, in the care of Robert Boyd — and Wallace’s huge sword with him, hidden, for such a thing to be found on any Scot would be as good as a death-warrant — and found their way across to the North Vennel and so by a lane to the garden-door of the Braidfoots’ house in the Castlegait, near the High Street Normally the family would be at their country home of Lamington Tower at this harvest season; but it was remotely set in The Forest foothills, ten miles to the south-east, and in these unsettled times the laird preferred his womenfolk to be in the security of the walled town.


Even the back-door of the house had to be unbarred and unchained cautiously to let the trio in — a sign of the said times. And it was a man with hand on dirk-hilt who gingerly opened to them. But there was no mistaking the towering figure outside in the dusk, and the serving-man admitted them at once, and cheerfully, raising his voice to shout for Mistress Mirren, that here was Master Will, by God! It was himself, the Wallace. Master Will had come.


There was a cry from somewhere in the depths of the quite large house, and the sound of light running feet. Into the stone-flagged kitchen raced a laughing, wide-eyed young woman — wide-mouthed also for, as well as seeking to gasp aloud her gladness, she was gasping for breath, being in fact in no state for running, six months pregnant and heavy with it. Otherwise she was a slender, almost fragile-seeming girl, the more so of course when seen beside her large husband, with great gentle brown eyes, oval features and luxuriant dark hair, her small head poised proudly on a long and shapely neck. She flung herself bodily into Wallace’s arms, and he raised her high, high, until her head was all but touching the curve of the smoke-blackened, stone-vaulted ceiling, holding her there — but gently almost reverently, before lowering her panting, laughing person so that their lips could meet and cling, her feet still some fifteen inches from the floor. But on this occasion, vehement and fervid as was the love and warmth of his greeting, the laughter was all on her side — although that man could laugh as loud as any. It was almost three weeks since they had seen each other.


As women will, she sensed something different, and her gurgling, kiss-interrupted laughter faded. She drew back her comely, flushed face a little way, to peer at him.


‘Oh, Will! Will dear — how good!’ she got out, the first coherent words she, or he either, had managed to enunciate as yet ‘My love, my love! But … there is something wrong? Amiss? What is it, Will …?’


He set her down carefully. ‘I am sorry,’ he said, and nodded slowly. ‘Aye, Mirren — there is something amiss.’ He glanced over at the others. They were glad to take the hint and followed the serving-man out into the passage and along to the front part of the house.


‘You are well, at least,’ she declared, eyeing him. ‘It is not that. Are — are you in trouble, Will? Again?’ And, when he shook his auburn head, ‘Of a mercy, then — let me look at you! Before — before you tell me. Just let me look at my husband I see so little of. When there is so much of him!’


He mustered a smile at that, as she looked him over. And he was good to look at, not handsome in the accepted sense but with features pleasing as they were strong, an open, candid face, warm blue eyes under a broad but not high brow, and a fine head of slightly curling auburn hair kept sufficiently short so as not to get in the way of the great sword which was so frequently sheathed at his back, its hilt rising behind the pillar of his neck. For the rest, his nose was on the short side, and both his upper lip and chin on the long side, with a beard kept short and neatly trimmed. That he was massively built goes without saying; but there was no surplus of flesh to him, no heaviness in proportion to his gigantic frame. And, strangely, for so active and vigorous a young man of twenty-six years, little appearance of muscular tension or bracing; on the contrary, rather an air of physical calm, relaxation, the more unusual in one of this man’s reputation.


Presently he told her something of what they had found at Carleith. He did not dwell upon the details; but nor did he gloss over the scale and vileness of what had been done. That it was not so much the horror itself, but some significant and vital effect on the man himself, however, she was quick to realise. Great-eyed, urgently, she gazed at him, seeking to control the words, the pleas, even the denials which all but sprang to her lips.


‘And you?’ she said, at length. ‘This evil means — what? To you, Will?’


He was as slow to answer her, to put into actual words his committment, his vowed total committment. But she had to know.


‘I cannot stand by, Mirren,’ he said quietly. ‘I must do something. Carleith cries to Heaven for vengeance. But — it is more than vengeance that is required. Punishment, yes. But it is cleansing that this land and people need. Cleansing, not only of these savage invaders, but of this realm’s own inner spirit. Its soul — if a nation may have a soul. The soul which cowers under this tyrant Edward’s iron lash, the spirit which accepts tyranny, savagery, insult shame. Aye, accepts — for Carleith is not the first such shame. I could name a dozen others. And what of Berwick? 17,000 died at Edward’s sack of Berwick, men, women and bairns. For what? To cow us, for an example. That we should bow to tyranny. We did not bow at once — the folly of Dunbar showed that. But we have bowed and cowered, since. It must not go on.’


‘Yes, Will. God knows it is true. But — what can you do? One man. One unimportant man — unimportant, save to me! Not a great lord, not a noble, landless. What could you do?’


‘I could do something, God aiding me. And I will,’ he said. ‘Someone must — or we deserve to be trodden down under the Plantagenet’s heel. Deserve it, I say! I have much — a powerful body, a strong right arm, wits enough for some few to follow me. I can wield a sword …’


‘Aye, these you have. That you have done already. And are a marked man, in consequence. But that was different. Oh, Will …!’


‘That was different, to be sure. I have slain Englishmen, yes. In wrath. In revenge. Because they attacked me, taunted me, insulted me. Or harmed someone of mine, or in my sight. But that was … me, just. Myself. For myself. A man defending himself, striking back, refusing to bend the knee. No more than a man angry, Mirren. But — now it is different, yes. I have sworn an oath. If I am to respect myself ever again, I must now act. Not merely against this arrogant Englishman, or that. But against what they stand for. Against the invader — not just this cruel assassin or that petty ruffian. Do you not see?’


‘I see, yes. Oh, I see, Will! I see you going away from me again. Going into grievous danger, fighting. Being hunted by the English. Being caught, it may be. And then, and then … She gulped and could not go on.


Unhappily he considered her. He could not deny anything of what she had said. He could only grip her arm, and shake his head, wordless.


She knew her man too well to seek to argue with him, to try to convince him against his own considered judgement, his conception of his duty. He might have been called an obstinate man. She sighed — and then closed with him again and, folded within his huge embrace, sought to tell herself — although not him — that she was still the most happy and fortunate young woman in all broad Scotland.


In time, they moved through to the others, eating in a pantry. Sir Hugh was at Lamington with his sons, helping to get in the precious harvest — for famine was never far away when war was about. The second Lady Braidfoot was bedridden upstairs, and only Marion’s two younger stepsisters were at home with her cheerful girls in their mid and later teens, now bombarding Ed Little with questions and sallies — though restrained a little by the priestly character of their other guest. Not that John Blair appeared any solemn monkish figure; indeed bore no evidence, meantime, of a monk, whatsoever, in dress or bearing. Clearly the girls had been restrained from rushing through to the kitchen, no doubt highly unwillingly, and now hurled themselves upon their brother-in-law in typically uninhibited welcome.


Wallace gathered that his friends had not told the younger girls about the Carleith massacre. He commended their judgement.


Nevertheless, the thought of it and its consequences was still very much in the forefront of his mind; and when the girls were away preparing more food, he told his companions what he wanted. They were to slip out, presently into the town. They were not kenspeckle, recognisable, as was he. Try to find out in the wynds and closes, the alehouses — aye, and the whore houses — what party of military had come in from the South-West that day, who the leaders were, and anything about them. Some folk would know. There might well be evil, shameful boasting. Men would have loot mementoes. Somewhere in Lanark, almost certainly these butchers were to be found. Their officers would be installed up in the old castle, and safe; but their men would be celebrating in the town. The night was young yet.


So presently, their bellies filled, Blair and Little excused themselves, the first to go relieve Rob Boyd at his vigil in the South Vennel alehouse yard; all to gather what information they might. Then the two younger girls were packed, protesting, off to bed. And William Wallace could be alone with his wife.


Just before midnight Rob Boyd was first to come back. His news, gleaned at the alehouse and elsewhere, was interesting but general rather than particular. Hazelrigg had gone to Ayr to confer with Sir Henry Percy, the Warden. There was word of a revolt in the far North-East, in Buchan and Moray on the fringes of the Comyn country, led, it seemed, by young Sir Andrew Moray the Pantler’s nephew. It was apparently serious for troops were being summoned from far and near to send north. As well as from Northern England itself, large numbers were said to be coming from Galloway. Some had already arrived this afternoon, a company of light cavalry — whether on their way further north or no was not known. It could have been these that had been at Carleith. Lanark looked like being important in this business not merely as a staging-post on the way North, but because the great de Moray family, Hereditary Pantlers and amongst the most important in the land, as well as owning the vast northern lands from which they took their name, were also Lords of Bothwell, here in Lanarkshire. The powerful Bothwell Castle lay only some eighteen miles to the North-West; and though it was held by an English garrison, its large demesnes supported a great many men who might rise in arms at the behest of their young lord — the old lord, his father, being safely in an English prison, like his brother, the Pantler. Bothwell, therefore, fell to be given a major demonstration of English might and authority; and Lanark was a convenient base for operations.


This news had a notable effect on Wallace. The fact that there was revolt arising, even so far away as Moray land, was enheartening indeed — especially in that the English evidently anticipated that it might spread here to the South-West. If the tinder was so dry as they seemed to fear, then now was clearly the time to strike the spark. Was he the man to strike it? And if so, how?


John Blair arrived back an hour later, his dark and rather hooded eyes gleaming with a sternly damped down excitement. He was the eldest of the four men, a younger son of a wild house, the Blairs of Balthayock in the Carse of Gowrie, with whom Wallace had become friendly while at college in Dundee — for Will too had been intended for the Church, like so many younger sons of the lairdly class. The latter’s activities in Gowrie, however, particularly in the matter of one of King John Baliol’s English minions’ son, one Selby, had effectively put an end to his studies, theological and other, and he had had to flee the area and come back to his own South-West. But he and John Blair had remained in touch, a dark, lean, quiet man, of a well-hidden but smouldering intensity. That he had news now, was evident.


‘Fenwick!’ he said, briefly. ‘Sir John Fenwick.’


The effect on Wallace was extraordinary. He rose from his seat on the settle beside his wife, abruptly, and so stood. He did not speak. He had a gift for silence, that young man. But his gaze was eloquent, demanding.


The other nodded. ‘There is no doubt, Will. The only company to have ridden into Lanark from the South-West this day, the only company of any size from anywhere, was two hundred men commanded by Sir John Fenwick. They came by the Douglasdale road. As did we. In early afternoon. Fenwick it was who savaged Carleith.’


Wallace let his breath out in a long and quivering sigh. ‘Fenwick!’ he said. And again, ‘Fenwick!’ Slowly he looked round at them all. ‘This, then is fate.’


‘The hand of Almighty God!’ the monk amended.


Boyd smashed his fist down on the table-top, as sufficient comment.


Marion Braidfoot bit her lip. If she had had any least hope of deferring trouble, danger, harsh involvement, for her Will, this put an end to it. She knew, as well as the others, that it was Sir John Fenwick, one of the Percy’s Northumbrian vassals, who had captured Sir Malcom Wallace of Elderslie, Will’s father, at Loudoun Hill, six years before, and thereafter slain him with his own hand, as a traitor who had refused to take the oath to the Lord Paramount Edward — this in John Baliol’s Kingdom of Scotland. This had been the reason for the Lady Wallace’s flight with her sons, from Renfrewshire to Dundee, where her brother was a priest. This had been the beginning of the Wallaces’ troubles. And now, Sir John Fenwick was here in Lanark.


‘I believed the man in England. These three years,’ Wallace got out.


‘The Percy has brought him back. He is Percy’s man. He has come from Carlisle, they say — not from Ayr, as we thought. By Dumfries and Sanquhar and Mauchline. With this squadron of light horse. His men are roistering in the town — North Country Englishmen. They make no secret of what they did. At Carleith. They were making for Ayr — but were met by a messenger from Percy at Mauchline. To come on to Lanark. To escort an especial convoy from Lanark back to Ayr. Tomorrow.’


‘But … why Carleith?’


‘Young Dand Cunninghame the eldest son, has escaped from his English prison, they say. Unransomed. This would be … a lesson! Possibly Fenwick had some old score to settle, from the days he was garrisoned here. Carleith was not on his route of march.’


They considered that for a little, silent.


‘The convoy?’ the big man said, presently. ‘What is it? So, important?’


‘I have heard a dozen tales of it, in the town,’ Blair answered. ‘It has been assembling here, for days. Men say it contains the spoil ravaged from a score of towers and houses. Hundreds of sumpter-horses are being gathered and requisitioned, to carry it all. Whatever it is, it is precious to Sir Henry Price. No ordinary troop horse is sufficient escort. This two hundred light cavalry, under his vassal Fenwick, are to bring it to him at Ayr. Before they continue northwards for Moray. So his men declare openly.’


Wallace’s blue eyes narrowed. ‘Tavern talk may be less than accurate. But in the main, it could be true enough. The convoy leaves when? Tomorrow? Or today, is it?’


‘So it is said. But two different men mentioned also Strathaven to me. They said another such convoy was assembling there. They said some of the troopers talked of collecting this also. So Fenwick and the escort could be going north-about. For Ayr, by the Avon valley. Over Loudoun pass and down the Irvine Water. Not the way they came, by Douglasdale. If it is true …’


‘Loudoun …!’ Wallace breathed. It was at the pass of Loudoun Hill that his father had died.


‘Will …!’ Marion faltered. ‘Oh, Will — think! Think well! Two hundred trained soldiers. A great company. Not for such as you …’


He moved over, to squeeze her shoulder, reassuringly. ‘I will think well, yes, lass. Never fear, I will consider no folly. This is too great a matter, too important for foolishness. Perhaps, as Father John says, with God’s hand in it.’ He turned. ‘It is fourteen, fifteen miles to Strathaven. More perhaps. By Clyde and Nethan Water, over Stonehouse Muir and down Kype Water. Rough marching. With a long convoy of laden beasts, that is half-a-day’s march. Fenwick’s squadron have come far. From Cumberland. They will not move at daybreak tomorrow, for a wager! They might even rest for a day. But if they ride tomorrow, they will not ride early, I think. So, with all that long stretch of empty hills before them, they will halt for the night at Strathaven.’


As his friends nodded, he went on. ‘From Strathaven to Ayr is not far off forty miles. Say thirty eight, up Avon, and down Irvine Water, then south at my uncle’s house of Riccarton. Laden packhorses will not do that in a day, across the hills. They will halt the second night at Galston, or Hurlford. If they ever get so far!’


Breaths were caught at that last sentence, and the manner of its enunciation — even if the young woman’s was a gulp.


‘They must cross the pass below Loudoun Hill. As my father did! As all travelling that road must do. A dozen uphill miles west of Strathaven. They will not be there, even with an early start, before noon, the day after tomorrow. That is, if they indeed go by Strathaven. Saturday. We have a whole day and a whole night, a half-day and a half-night, thirty six hours. Perhaps more — but we cannot count on it. Between here and Ayr and Irvine, aye and Douglasdale, we have friends, many friends. The houses of my father’s brother and my mother’s brother. Rob — your home of Kilmarnock breeds stout lads. Ed Little’s folk are at Irvine. You, John, do not belong to these parts — but Holy Church has resisted the English better than most. I have heard them call the Red Friars’ Monastery of Fail a nest of vipers! You might go stir them up. Thirty six hours, my friends, to be in what strength we can muster, at Loudoun Hill! How say you?’


The two men did not require to say anything; their expressions were sufficient. Marion Braidfoot’s little wail was sad, but she did not make other protest than the single plea. ‘Sleep?’ she said. ‘You must sleep. For what is left of this night.’


‘We shall have other nights for sleeping, lass,’ the man told her, but as kindly as he might. ‘Tonight is for hard riding. We have a great opportunity, I think. If what John has learned is truth. It may not be. Street gossip is scarce the most sure information to fight upon! But it is all that we are given. And we would be worse than fools not to put it to the test. This of Strathaven has the ring of truth to it. For none would choose to ride to Ayr by Strathaven, unless for some especial purpose. Lacking that word, I would have much doubted. But Strathaven, Loudoun Hill … and Sir John Fenwick, all three! If it is not a sign from Heaven …!’


‘I see naught of Heaven in this,’ Marion said simply. But she left it at that. ‘When do you leave?’


‘Now, Mirren — now. While Lanark sleeps. While no men are on the roads, to ask us our business. We go tell Ed — and then ride.’


She rose, and came to cling to him, wordless.


The others moved, for the back door.


‘Forgive me, my love,’ her husband murmured into her dark hair.


‘God take care of you. Will,’ she whispered back, into his broad chest. ‘For you will not …!’




CHAPTER TWO


It was cold up there on Loudoun Hill, waiting, although it was only late September. A thin smirr of rain on a chill wind blew off the Firth of Clyde, and the heavy clouds were low, blanketing any warmth from the forenoon sun. They were at quite a height, of course — just over the thousand-foot level, with cold wisps of the cloud-skirts frequently drifting across them. William Wallace did not complain, since this weather gave them fair cover from observation. Not that they were likely to be observed up here in the hill-top fort; but others coming up to join them, reinforcements, might have been seen — and he very much hoped for such others. So far, there were only thirty two of them, all told, and it lacked but ninety minutes till noon.


He himself, and his party of eighteen had been here since just before dawn — and had found Rob Boyd and a dozen Kilmarnock men awaiting them within the brokendown, grass-grown ramparts of the Pictish fort. All had climbed here on foot, horses left hidden and tethered down in a hollow below the north face of the hill, the far side from the pass and the road — for this was no place for horses. Their Pictish ancestors had had excellent eyes for strategic sites; — the Damnonii Caledonians, according to the Romans who had failed to conquer them. Loudoun Hill was one of the finest defensive positions in all Southern Scotland. Only, of course, defence was not its present holders’ objective. The hill was an isolated, slender, conical peak, rising out of the wide boggy and lifting moorlands; and out of its South-West flank the infant River Irvine was born on a waterlogged shelf of mosses and reeds, quite quickly to form a deep V-shaped winding ravine. And up this ravine the road from Ayr to Strathaven climbed, on to Hamilton and eventually, to Glasgow. Out of the ravine, it crossed the boggy wide terrace by a crooked and narrow causeway, and then entered a sharp defile directly below the hilltop itself — although almost four hundred feet below. There was perhaps half-a-mile of this, the steep and rocky sides a place for goats, the road having to share the constricted floor with a small burn, this now running in the other direction, eastwards, one of the head-streams of the Lanarkshire Avon — indeed the border between the shires of Ayr and Lanark was at the east end of this pass. The old Pictish fort crowned the pointed summit of the hill, and was approachable, without actual scaling, only from the north, the hidden side, and that only after much peat-hag and bog ploutering.


Wallace’s waiting party, as well as being grievously small, was distinctly divided — as so much of Scotland was divided these days. In this case, it was because of the composition of the group which Wallace himself had brought. It contained two of his own cousins. Adam was the eldest son of Sir Richard Wallace of Riccarton, his father’s elder brother, and head of the name — aged eighteen; Ranald was the eldest son of his mother’s brother, Sir Ranald or Reginald Crawford of Crosbie — aged nineteen. They were fine, vigorous young men both; but Boyd’s Kilmarnock burgesses’ sons and apprentices eyed them askance. For Sir Reginald Crawford was Sheriff of Ayr — had been from before English Edward’s time, and still was; which meant that he had elected to co-operate with the hated invader. He declared that he could better serve the people of Ayrshire that way than by letting another English appointee, like Hazelrigg, tyrannise over them. Not all thought as he did. And Sir Richard Wallace of Riccarton, although less co-operative, had indeed signed the infamous Ragman Roll at Berwick only a month before. The two lairds’ sons did not agree with their sires’ attitudes — but theirs was not the responsibility, of course. The fact that they were here, with a few of their fathers’ servants, was not enough to reassure some of the Kilmarnock burghers, whose views and attitudes were more clear-cut.


Wallace himself occupied this prolonged waiting period in seeking to keep the peace between his suspicious adherents, planning tactics for varying eventualities, scanning the eastward approaches for an enemy presence, and watching and praying for vitally necessary reinforcements to arrive in time.


Just before noon, nine men did make an appearance, just as the clouds began to thin and clear, and a watery sun broke through. It was John Blair, with a party from Fail Monastery, including two stalwart monks and five serving brothers. Also Master Thomas Gray, priest of the Lanarkshire parish of Libberton, who had happened to be visiting at Fail and offered to help, as it were, on his way home. None of this group looked today any more ecclesiastical than did Blair himself, all having equipped themselves with steel jacks or leather jerkins, two even having rusty helmets of a sort. They were variously armed, like the others with spears, swords, dirks and two crossbows.


The new arrivals were welcome for more than the mere increase in strength, for most of them were somewhat older than the company already assembled, and being men of religion, drew a certain amount of respect from Boyd’s young townsmen. And since they accepted the lairdly party without question, they served as a sort of catalyst between the other groups. Wallace was especially glad to see his friend, whose counsel and aid he much valued.


The weather cleared rapidly thereafter, and the prospects became extensive on all hands, from this lofty viewpoint. Wallace grew concerned about the sun glinting on steel, and giving away their presence, ordering his people to smear peat-mud on all metal equipment. Not that there appeared to be anyone to give them away to, in all that wide panorama of hill and moorland. Sheep and a few shaggy cattle seemed to have those far-flung uplands to themselves, along with the peewits, the shouting larks and the wheepling curlews. A sense of anti-climax began to become evident on Loudoun Hill.


Then, almost an hour after noon, the arrival of Edward Little and a party of ten, from Irvine, revealed how erroneous judgements about the emptiness of the landscape could be. Wallace had put out single watchers at vantage points some way out from the hill-top fort itself; but even so, none of these gave warning of the approach of their reinforcements until they were within some four hundred yards of them — indication of the tricks of dead ground, and of the ability of men to blend into a broken and wild terrain. Little, of course, had endeavoured to make his approach as unobtrusive as possible; whereas the enemy they waited for would be unlikely to do anything of the sort, in the circumstances. But it was a lesson not lost on Wallace, at least, on the need for increased vigilance, and for making sure that every quarter of the terrain was kept under scrutiny, as far as was possible.


The enemy, to be sure, were expected to come along the open road, far below — and that road could be seen intermittently for miles now, to the east, snaking across the purple heathery moors. But there were many gaps in that vision, inevitably, where it disappeared into hollows or little valleys, where the lie of the land produced dead ground and ridges intervened. The fact that they were looking for two hundred horsemen and over one hundred pack-animals should surely make observation along a narrow road no mere matter of chance?


Although Wallace was disappointed that his nephew — who was only one year younger than himself — had only managed to bring ten men with him from the town of Irvine, he was glad indeed to have his company fully assembled. They numbered now only a total of fifty two. He had hoped for twice that, at least. Still, it was a force of sorts, and all were volunteers, their presence here showing that they were willing to take a major risk. All knew what their fate would be, should they fail and thereafter fall alive into English hands. They believed, of course, that they had kept their venture a secret — this was the major reason why there were no more than fifty two of them. But a secret known by fifty two could conceivably have been learned by one or two others. And if only one man, or woman, was to talk, treacherously or merely foolishly, then they had reason to watch their flanks urgently, as well as the road from Strathaven.


But as the afternoon wore on, any urgency was hard to sustain. The Loudoun moors remained as apparently devoid of

the presence of man as ever. On all hands, doubts began to be expressed. Was it all a false alarm? Were the stories in Lanark’s streets merely wine-inspired folly? Had the convoy gone by Strathaven, at all? Were Wallace’s calculations as to timing hopelessly agley?


There was no sure answer to any of these queries, of course. They could only wait — and hope. They could even wait until the next day, the big man declared, if necessary.


It was Wallace himself who eventually first caught sight of the gleam of sunlight on steel, in late afternoon, away to the east. His cry drew all eyes. Soon there were many flickers and flashes for all to see — three miles away, perhaps, amongst the purple and brown moors. Many men were there, armoured men.


‘Fenwick made a late start from Strathaven!’ the big man cried, unable to keep the quiver out of his voice. ‘Now to see that he makes a swift entry to Hell!’


They had, perhaps, half-an-hour. They had had plenty of time to make their plans. The narrow pass steeply below them was half-a-mile long. Wallace divided his company into three. The smallest party, six only, under young Ranald Crawford, he sent off eastwards, behind the hill, to put themselves in a position to rush down and seek to block that eastern end of the pass, at a given signal. The second group, of a dozen, the strongest men muscularly, under Robert Boyd, he sent to creep directly down the rock hill-face, which he himself had thoroughly prospected that morning. They were to disperse themselves, spread out along the face, about half-way down, and be ready to roll down loosened rocks and boulders — again at a given signal. The remaining thirty four he took with him down the North-Western flank of Loudoun Hill.


At the hummocky base, they worked their way round to the level, boggy flat at the western end of the pass. Wallace divided his strength again. He sent ten men under the priest, Thomas Gray, stumbling, leaping, floundering out over the rushes, deer-hair-grass and bog-cotton of the marshy shelf to a scrub-grown knoll of firmer ground a couple of hundred yards from the mouth of the defile. Here, amongst the birch and hazel scrub, they were to raise the old banner which Wallace had brought along for the occasion, the white saltire on blue of Scotland’s St. Andrew’s Cross; and to show themselves openly — indeed, by constant movement and scurrying amongst the trees, to make themselves seem many times their number. With his final two dozen he hurried on round to the jaws of the pass itself, where he disposed his men on either side of the track, hidden in the burn-channel, hollows, behind boulders and bushes. He himself took up a position on the north side — the burn was on the south — with John Blair, where they could see much of the way along the gut of the defile — and also could be seen from Gray’s knoll. There was no cover here, so they pulled up some whins and bracken from nearby, and piled it so that it looked natural enough from the road. Behind it they would crouch. Wallace prayed that in this dispersing of his little force he had acted wisely. He reckoned they might have ten minutes more, in hand.


They had nearer half-an-hour, in fact, before the first horsemen appeared in sight, steel breastplates and spear tips catching the now slanting sunlight, two men side by side. Wallace held his breath as the next pair came into view, immediately behind — and then the next and the next. He was not satisfied to let out his breath until he saw the fifth pair, in full knights’ armour these, though with their helmets this warm afternoon, slung over their saddle-bows. Another pair of men-at-arms rode immediately at their heels. It was as he had hoped for. Unsuspecting — and why should they suspect in this cowed land? — Fenwick and his friends had not put forward an advance party. This Wallace had feared — and it could have complicated matters considerably. The narrow track through the constricted floor of the defile inevitably forced the enemy into no more than two abreast. With two hundred men-at-arms and some hundred pack-horses, this would make a very long column. How would Fenwick have divided his men?


It soon became apparent that he had a full troop at least, up front with him — a hundred men perhaps, before the first of the sumpter-animals appeared, each pair led behind a single trooper. That would dispose of another fifty or so men-at-arms. Leaving the remaining fifty to form a rearguard. Just about the normal arrangement any military commander on the march would make. As far as today’s ambush was concerned, however, it effectively halved Fenwick’s fighting strength. Wallace had only, therefore, about a hundred effective cavalry to vanquish, at this stage.


And it was the effectiveness of even these that was the vital matter. At the moment they were strung out, in pairs, for something like three hundred and fifty to four hundred yards at a guess. Which meant that, so long at the fighting was confined within the pass itself, or its mouth, only the front few files could be in action — for the rear files could not turn off the track, because of the burn and the steep rocky slopes. This situation did, of course, affect the ambushers also, to a lesser extent since they were afoot, restricting their concentration of attack. In choosing this battleground, Wallace had taken all this into account. Now, he had to see whether his accounting, together with his timing — which was desperately important — was approximately correct.


That timing was now the big man’s urgent preoccupation, as he crouched behind his cover, with Blair. He must not let the excitement, the fury that welled up in him at the near presence of the man who had slain his father in cold blood, who had-made a shambles of Carleith, affect his judgement. Thirty seconds too soon, equally with thirty seconds too late, could mean the difference between possible success and bloody ruin. And so much more was at stake than even the lives of some two hundred and fifty men in the pass under Loudoun Hill, he knew in his bones.


Pray God none of his untried ambushers lost their heads, any more than he did, and moved or showed themselves before his signal.


He had chosen his present stance with the greatest of care. The first riders should not be able to see the banner or Gray’s group, out on the flats, until they were at least level with his hiding place, even allowing for the fact that they were mounted, and so higher placed. But, equally, nothing ought to prevent them from seeing it within a few yards thereafter. If they did not see it, they must hear it …


Bent most painfully for so big a man, who must yet be able to see clearly and to get to his feet swiftly, Wallace saw the first pair of riders come level with him, at a jog-trot, only three or four yards away. They looked tired, bored, non alert. Certainly they were not scanning the cover at the sides of the track, nor indeed the more distant prospect. The couple behind were chatting, voices raised above the clip-clop of hooves, the jingle of harness and the creak of leather. Wallace’s gaze switched back over three more pairs, to the two knights. He had never seen Sir John Fenwick, but he was said to be a handsome, black-avised man — and the younger knight was distinctly fair of head. The other was he then — dark, long faced, clean-shaven, hooknosed, with a supercilious expression and a glitter of the eyes, discernible even at thirty yards. The watching man all but choked.


He jerked his glance back to the first file, now well past him and giving no alarm. The late afternoon sun was, to be sure, now slanting in from the west and almost directly into the riders’ eyes, something Wallace had not planned for, in a noontide ambush. He dared not let this go on, even another ten seconds — or his plan would not work. If it would work, anyway? He required a bunched grouping of the enemy, not a column of pairs, only a few of which could be attacked, and leaving those behind to come on and ride down the attackers. The whole thing was a most delicate operation in time and motion.


Stretching his hand behind him, awkwardly, he waved back and forward, not up and down, a white rag, twice, briefly, and swiftly withdrew it again, beseeching the Almighty that His reverend servant Gray would see it and the horsemen so close at hand would not, behind the whins and bracken.


He had barely got his hand back to his side — and to the hilt of his drawn sword — when high and clear and ululant the horn’s call rang out its challenge and signal, to echo hauntingly from all the enclosing hillsides. And now, at last, the convoy was alerted. Everywhere within sight horsemen sat up, staring ahead into the dazzlement of the sun. The first files, now fully thirty yards beyond Wallace’s stance, raised hands to shield their eyes, peering. Then they shouted, and pointed, pulling up their mounts.


Sir John Fenwick did not pull up. He spurred forward, past Wallace, jostling aside the two pairs of troopers in the way, to get to where his front men had halted, his knightly colleague close behind. There they drew up, likewise, to stare out over the marshy flat to the scrub-covered hummock. There was not much breeze to blow out the Saltire flag, so Gray had stretched it out over a couple of bushes. It was plain enough — as were the men running and waving and shaking their swords in and around the scrub beside it.


Fenwick barked orders, turning in his saddle to wave up urgently his following files of men-at-arms, before swinging back to consider that terrain. He was a veteran captain, and could not doubt that the ground ahead was marshy and soft, once off the track. But it was unlikely to be deep bog, in such stony land, nothing that horses could not get through, however slowly. He had to make the decision, crucial both for himself and for Wallace. The big man could almost hear the other’s mind working.


Then crashes and shouting from far behind jerked all heads round again. Boyd and his strong men, in answer to that horn’s summons, were hurling and prising loose their boulders and rocks, to send them bounding down up on the long thin line of packhorses and men far below. What the effect would be was anybody’s guess; but it all sounded sufficiently alarming and terrible, men screaming and horses neighing in fright.


Fenwick was faced with another decision — which could affect his first. He could see more or less from whence the rocks were coming — and could likewise see that nothing very effective could be done meantime against the hurlers, away up there. He turned to face the front again, biting his thin lips. Then he whipped out his sword, and started to bellow new orders.


Some three dozen or so men-at-arms had now accumulated round the knights in the mouth of the pass, jammed tight, necessarily, as herrings in a barrel. The younger fair haired knight was sent forward with most of them, not in any charge but in a rather gingerly advance, to pick their way across the swampy flat to Gray’s position. An under-officer with two or three others, was sent back hot-foot, to turn round following files of troopers, rescue the precious baggage, warn the rearguard, and send forward information. Sir John himself, like a good commander, remained where he was, in an approximately central position, where he might exert a measure of control over all, about ten men still at his side. Wallace would have done exactly the same.


The big man gave the under officer sufficient time to get well away from the scene, and then jumped up at last from his crouching, cramped position great sword raised high ‘A Wallace! A Wallace!’ he shouted, and leap forward. And everywhere, on either side of the track, his men followed suit, springing out of the burn-channel, from behind bushes and boulders.


‘A Wallace! A Wallace!’ they cried, irrespective of their own names and allegiancies.


Wallace himself was by no means the nearest to the mounted group. In fact, he was one of the furthest away. But seeing him, and recognising him for what he was, the leader, Fenwick spurred his splendid horse towards him, sword weaving.


Edward Little happened to be quite close to the knight. With no foolish inhibitions about leaving Fenwick to his uncle, he leapt in, sword in right hand, dirk in left. The other saw him come, but had no intention of being diverted. Without drawing rein, he made a vicious sideways slash at the younger man. Little, anticipating this, ducked low, lower than any mounted man’s sword could reach unless he actually leant down from the saddle — and leaning so is one of the many things an armour-clad knight just could not do, sheathed in steel as he was. The sword whistled harmlessly almost a foot above the other’s head.


Little did not straighten up — although he maintained his forward motion. This was war, not any chivalric tourney. Risking no return slash of Fenwick’s blade, he flung himself almost under the horse — and his dirk flashed up, to plunge and rip. The bay stallion screamed and reared high, knocking the man below over in its pawing, lashing agony, amidst a cascade of blood and entrails, and so tottered on its hind legs a few terrible yards before heeling over and crashing.


Fenwick was a trained cavalryman. There was a drill for this, even for a man largely encased in steel. Maintaining an upright position he kicked his feet free of the heavy stirrups and, while his mount was still rearing, slid down backwards, half over its rump. He made an awkward landing, but on his feet, and managed not to overbalance. He was able to jerk aside, clear, before the brute crashed.


So he stood, swaying, face to face with William Wallace. John Blair was only a yard or two behind his friend.


The big man, seeing Little’s move and the beginning of its results, had paused, to survey at a glance the engagement as a whole. As instructed, should a detachment of the cavalry be enticed out towards Gray’s trap, about half his men here had gone leaping off into the marsh after the already floundering and scattered horsemen. It was bad ground for men on foot — but not nearly so bad as for men on horses, a quagmire of mud, peat broth and green slime amongst tussocks of reeds and deer-hair-grass. Men could jump from one to another of the tussocks, horses could not. The foot would catch up with the cavalry. And the priestly party was already issuing from the hummock to meet them.


Nearer at hand, Wallace’s men were, in the main, following Little’s tactics, and attacking in the first instance the unprotected hones rather than the part-armoured horsemen, seeking to disembowel the poor brutes with their dirks, and so bring the riders down. The men-at-arms had long lances as main weapons — which could be deadly in a charge, or with ample room for operation; but in this cramped situation on the narrow track, and against men whose aim was to get under the horses’ bellies, they were fairly useless, indeed something of an impediment. Most of them quickly discovered this, and threw the lances from them, to draw instead their short cavalry swords. But by that time, not a few were on collapsing, dying mounts.


Wallace, satisfied, addressed himself to his personal enemy. Fenwick and he were now more evenly matched, for though the knight was encased in steel, his sword was much the shorter, and he had less than the big man’s reach. Moreover, in the flurry he had not had time to don his helm.


Sword fighting, with the then heavy weapons, was no delicate art; but Fenwick’s blade, being vastly the lighter as well as the shorter, did allow him greater scope for manoeuvre, variety of stroke and speed of play. On the other hand, one shrewd stroke of Wallace’s great brand, and there would be no recovery.


Both perceived this — and also the fact that the knight, being older, and clad and constricted in heavy steel, would tire the sooner. Fenwick, therefore, drove in right away without any preliminary skirmishing and circling. He lunged straight for the younger man’s throat, above his jack or breastplate and, as Wallace stepped back and swung his blade round and down in a protective sweep, leapt to the left swiftly, changed the direction and style of his thrust, and stabbed low for the other’s unprotected right thigh beneath the leathern jerkin.


It was a near thing, and had the knight’s blade been three inches longer, it would have succeeded.


Fenwick stumbled forward a little, with the force of his thrust, and if Wallace could have used his weapon to good advantage, then he could have finished the fight. But a five foot long, double-handed brand weighing a dozen pounds cannot be tossed about like a dirk, even with wrist muscles such as the younger man possessed; it could not be jabbed or poked either, save by a carefully controlled movement, but only slung and slashed. Requiring room for this, Wallace leapt well aside, sweeping the weapon high in an arc again.


They circled round each other more cautiously now. John Blair and Ed Little could have come to their friends aid, but judged that he would not have wished that. They went to join the larger mêlée instead — though continuing to keep an eye on this personal duel.


Wallace made the next attack with a swinging leftwards, down-slanting swipe to the knee, designed to make the other skip — a difficult movement for a man in full armour. Fenwick achieved it, after a fashion, all but tripping in the process. But this blow was not just a swipe — it was a controlled figure-of-eight swing, which came back and up, right-handed all in the same motion. It struck the other on his left arm, with a loud clang, all but knocking him over. If it had not knocked him aside, it would have finished the fight there and then, for it swept on and up over the steel shoulder and missed slicing the bare head only by an inch or two. Its residual force carried Wallace himself round, staggering a little, and Fenwick had the opportunity to recover his stance. But now his left arm hung limp within its chain-mail sleeve.


The older man was panting now, sweat streaming down his dark features. But he well perceived the handicap of the other’s weighty brand. He shortened his own blade in his steel-gauntleted fist, and rushed — as fast as his armour would allow — straight in at his large opponent, to get inside his guard before the mighty weapon could be upraised sufficiently to crash down on him effectively. Wallace leapt backwards again, with all his speed and energy — and he was surprisingly light on his feet for a man of his size; even so he was not quick enough altogether to avoid the rush, and the point of the other’s sword bored into the toughened hide of the younger man’s jerkin just under the uprising left arm, at the side of the jack. The leather, the slight sideways angle of the knight’s thrust — probably caused by his damaged left arm — and Wallace’s own jerk away, took the main force out of the jab, so that the sword point slid away without actually penetrating the man’s flesh, although it ripped hide and clothing and scored the skin, spinning him round.


Wallace scarcely felt the pain, then. But the spin around to the left had its own result. It put him in a better posture visa-a-vis Fenwick who, still on the impetus of his rush, came lurching past. The knight tried to stop himself — but would have been wiser to allow himself to go on, out of range. For the big man had maintained, through it all, the upswing of his brand, and now suddenly was in a position to bring it driving down, half-turned, on the back of his opponent’s bare head. Down the mighty blade smashed, cutting through hair and bone and brains, cleaving the dark, sardonic head in two, right to the neck bone. Sir John Fenwick collapsed slowly, part held up by his armour, into a horrible jerking twitching mass of blood and flesh and steel.


One debt was paid.


Wallace turned away from what he had done slowly, emotionally rather than physically exhausted. But this was no state of mind for a commander of men. Drawing great breaths, he looked to the larger struggle.


His friends and colleagues nearby did not appear to require his assistance. Most of the ten men left with Fenwick were already prostrate. Only one remained on his horse — and he was galloping off westwards along the track, flogging his beast’s rump with the flat of his sword. One or two of his fellows were still fighting, beside their fallen mounts, but even as Wallace watched, one of these went down and the other surrendered, throwing away his weapon.


Out in the bog all was a slaistering confusion. All semblance of a cavalry attack on the hummock area had disappeared. Individual troopers and Wallace’s men were milling about over a wide area in an indescribable, floundering chaos of mud and peat, all leg and foot movement reduced to a ridiculous slow motion by the quagmire, men up to their knees, horses worse. None would actually sink deeply for there would be rock and stone not far down; but a worse place to fight in would be hard to imagine. There was no sign of the younger knight.


Some of the enemy had turned back. Some had dismounted, and were fighting on foot. Some were frankly fleeing. There was not much doubt as to the outcome, especially as some members of Wallace’s nearest group, finishing their bloody business on the track, were hurrying out to the aid of their friends in the bog.


The big man turned, to gaze eastwards along the pass. Nothing could be made out, with any clarity, of what went on there; only that the floor of the defile was packed with a confused mass of men and horses. Wallace forced himself to clear, constructive thinking. The main numbers of the enemy were still along there, not only undefeated but not having been in action. Only thirty odd were accounted for hereabouts; therefore sixty odd, apart from those involved with the pack-train, were still to be dealt with. And that not counting the rearguard. But they had lost their leaders, lost the initiative, lost coherence and control. And some, surely would have become casualties to the crashing rocks?


He made up his mind. There were one or two riderless horses, which had not been disembowelled, sidling around. He ran to one, reddened sword still in hand, and hoisted himself onto it.


‘John!’ he yelled. ‘Get a horse, and follow me. Ed — take charge here. When you have disarmed these, send to me all the men you can. Along the pass. Quickly. Ready to take to the braesides. You have it?’ And slapping the grey’s haunch with his open left hand, he rode off, kicking the beast to a canter.


The nearest of the enemy were about three hundred yards away, men-at-arms sitting their horses, more or less inactive, mainly facing the other way, uncertain with no clear orders, no sure objective. Obviously there was complete confusion ahead. Boulders were continuing to come bounding down in terrifying fashion along there, and the noise of them, with the screaming, whinnying and shouting, was daunting in the extreme. No doubt Fenwick’s under-officer was there, trying to bring some order into the situation, but without much evident success.


Wallace thought swiftly — he had to, with only hundreds of yards to cover. The track ahead was packed tight with mounted men. They had no room to manoeuvre, no space in which to wield spears or even swords. If he descended upon them, only three or four at the most would take his impact, protecting the others behind — but at the same time, immobilising them. Most would not be able even to see what was going on at this end. Sixty horsemen cramming a hundred yards or so of road, stationary, watching those bounding boulders. What would be the effect of even a one-man charge at their backs?


The man knew his decision before ever he reached any actual conclusion. He dug in his heels, spurring his mount on to as near a gallop as it could manage under his weight, and waved his huge sword round and round above his head.


‘A Wallace! A Wallace!’ he bellowed, and thundered directly at the enemy rear.


Men turned to stare. And a strange sight he must have made, a single but enormous young man bearing down on them, auburn hair streaming, mighty brand whirling, shouting challenge — a strange sight, but alarming for those who must take the impact and who were wedged tightly, unable to engage the attacker on equal terms, or to either dodge or bolt. The first four would have been better actually to ride out to meet the charging giant — but perhaps that was asking too much of ordinary men-at-arms fighting somebody else’s battle. Moreover, Wallace was not quite so alone as he thought — for John Blair was now pounding along only fifty or so yards behind — and who knew how many more might be appearing after?


In fact, what those first four did was reasonable enough. The two nearest the burn-channel leapt from their saddles, straight into the shallow water, while the pair at the other side jumped down likewise, and began to scramble up the steep bank, out of the way. It was less than heroic — but sound common sense. Only, it put the next four or so into almost the same position as they had been in — save that these had four uncontrolled horses between them and this raving madman.


Horses, like other God-made creatures, have their own instincts towards self-preservation — and perfectly good eyes and ears into the bargain. These four would see one of their own kind being driven headlong down upon them, and would have no doubts that immediate avoiding action was necessary. Without riders to force them to any other course, and misliking both the burn and the steep braeside, they turned to bore in eastwards amongst the others away from the menace. It was not a bolt, since the press precluded that; but it was pushing, jostling, hood-lashing and positive action nevertheless — and markedly infectious.


As a result, when Wallace smashed into that wall of horseflesh and men, it was not nearly so solid or unyielding a barrier as it might have been, since most of the first dozen or so animals were seeking to go in the other direction — and not all their riders were seeking vehemently to change their minds. The great sword, whirling in the traditional bent figure-of-eight swing, left side, right side, slash and slice, was no incentive for harassed horsemen. Many more elected to jump clear, like the first four. Others were so tightly wedged that they could not do so. The sword got some, others went down under trampling, rearing, flailing hooves. Some even found themselves safely behind the storming maniac — and there was another yelling, charging Scot to cope with, John Blair, looking wholly secular.


The effect of all this on the troopers ahead was progressively more traumatic. They did not know what was going on, could not. All they knew was that they were being attacked in the rear — where their leaders should have been — and by how many they could not tell; and that this attack was pushing them on towards the area of those hurtling rocks and the shattered pack-train. It would have been a super human under-officer who could have turned those fifty or so remaining men-at-arms into a disciplined fighting machine, there and then. They could see men, their own mates obviously, scrambling up the hillside to the south, to get out of harm’s way. Not a few thought it an excellent idea.


Wallace, hoarse with yelling his slogan, recognised that this could not continue. He was making practically no progress at all, now, brought up by sheer pressure of flesh and blood, animal and human. His brand was still flailing, but he was finding it increasingly difficult, even with its five-foot length, to reach any more victims. None of their swords could reach him either, of course — but that was scarcely relevant. He could now hear Blair whacking and slashing behind him; but the same conditions would apply to him. So far, the charge had been an extraordinary success. But stalemate was almost upon them — for none of Little’s people would be able to reach them for long minutes yet, at least. And stalemate must be wholly to the advantage of the enemy, inevitably, as they learned the number of their assailants.


Wallace drew on all his lung power to yell for Rob Boyd to join in, to leave off stone-rolling and come down to the attack.


It is improbable that, in all the shouting and screaming and neighing, Boyd could have heard. But, though two hundred feet higher, he himself was no more than some three hundred yards from the bottleneck mêlée, and could see approximately what went on. Moreover, his men were running out of suitable stones to dislodge and roll. He drew his sword, roared the order to break off the advance and led the way, scrambling and slithering down the steep slope.


There was only a dozen of them — although that might not have been entirely apparent to the English in the gut of the valley. But they added a new dimension to the struggle, and to the feeling of being trapped, front and rear. The boulders and rocks stopped crashing down. The way along the pass was, therefore, for the moment free — apart from the litter of dead, maimed and milling men and beasts therein. It would take minutes for the former stone-rollers to reach the track, for it was a difficult descent. There was time for men on horses to escape from this hellish place. Like a plug suddenly pulled from an all but bursting tank, the pressure was removed. Flight was possible. A sort of panic relief took over. Men-at-arms started to disengage themselves and stream away eastwards, lashing their mounts. The tight wedging began to ease at that side. Men could move again — but only in one direction. In but a comparatively few seconds, all who could were spurring away down the pass, the way they had come, riding down dismounted and wounded men, leaping fallen pack-horses, cursing any who got in their way. By the time Boyd and his stalwarts got down, there was nobody left to fight — save those who had abandoned horses for the opposite braesides. Cheated, after these they went climbing.


Wallace, somewhat bemused by this abrupt and complete victory, did not pursue. There was little to be gained by so doing. But he sent Blair after the fleeing enemy, to discover how Ranald Crawford and his little party were faring at the east mouth of the defile. If there was a fifty-strong rearguard, they would have been able to do but little. Their instructions had been to cause a delay and diversion, if possible, not to indulge in heroics.


Meantime, with Boyd’s people chasing dismounted escapers up the hill, the big man was left alone on the scene — or alone as one upright — suddenly inactive, an extraordinary situation which he could scarcely credit. Almost at a loss for what to do now, he decided that he had better ride back, westwards, to see that all was still going their way at that end. Only now did he begin to feel the pain of the skin-deep score on his left side.


He met Edward Little and Thomas Gray, with most of their men, coming down the track at the trot, to his aid — and found them quite incredulous at his report of the flight of the enemy main body. They had to see to believe — like an earlier Thomas — and Wallace turned back once more, with them, after learning that all was well at the west mouth, and a small group left under Adam Wallace, with about a dozen disarmed prisoners and the wounded.


Boyd’s men were mainly returning to the valley floor, now, with such few prisoners as they had been in time to catch. Most of the dismounted men-at-arms had escaped, undoubtedly — but this was not important.


In a state of suspicion and euphoria mixed, they all went to inspect the central pass area, with its shattered pack-train.


It represented a scene of prolonged and extensive chaos and horror, hard to look upon in cold, or cooling, blood. The rocks and boulders had inflicted terrible damage on the close-ordered ranks below. Everywhere mangled horses and men, dead and wounded, lay littered, their panniers and packs scattered, crushed, burst open. Many pack-horses still stood or roamed about, more probably than were down, though many also undoubtedly had followed the fleeing cavalry. Dismounted men lurched and staggered around, likewise, seemingly aimlessly, though some were seeking to catch and ride off on frightened sumpter-horses. Ed Little was for urgent pursuit of these — but Wallace saw no point in it. There had been a sufficiency of killing; prisoners were only a problem and embarrassment to them — and anyway, the more of them who escaped to tell the tale of their defeat, the greater, more alarming, that defeat would become, since none would seek to minimise the odds against them, the terrors they had had to face. This day’s work had been not merely for vengeance, but for a light, a beacon, to rouse cowering Scotland. The more enemy who escaped, therefore, the greater the blow to English morale, and lift to Scottish.


If only doubtfully, in the main, the others accepted that. They went on to put the wounded horses out of their misery, do what they could for the human wounded, and inspect the captured booty.


It did not take them long to discover the nature of the contents of the pack-train which Sir Henry Percy, the Warden, had been so anxious to bring safe to him at Ayr. The burst sacks revealed that it was mostly the loot of churches, abbeys and religious houses — lamps, censers, crucifixes, candlesticks, chalices, lavers and the like, in gold and silver with gems. There were bags of rings, holy ornaments, begemmed miniatures of saints. Chests of jewel-encrusted copes, chasubles, dalmatics, stoles, even mitres. There were chestfuls of coin, also, gold and silver. Here were the raped and ravaged treasures of Holy Church from much of Southern Scotland, spilled and scattered over an Ayrshire hillside, in the mire of peat, in the bloodstained waters of the burn. Appalled — for sacrilege was a greater horror to these men than was the death or injury of their fellow Christians — they stared at the evidence of wicked avarice and shameful impiety, Master Gray openly weeping.


Wallace was less affected than some, though shocked. In the present circumstances, he preferred the Church Militant to the Church Magnificent, and believed Thomas Gray and John Blair worthier representatives than those from whom all this had been filched; though he was the first to admit that the Church in Scotland had been in the forefront of resistance to the Plantagenet — much better than the nobility and gentry — hence this pillage, no doubt; but it had been a passive sort of resistance, in the main, so far, a refusal to co-operate, a rejecting of edicts, a preaching against, rather than any active or concrete campaign. Leadership in the field, as it were, had been as absent amongst the Lords Spiritual, since Dunbar, as it had been amongst the Lords Temporal — unlike the fierce and warlike Bishop Beck of Durham, who was one of Edward’s senior commanders.


All this sacred treasure was, in fact, an embarrassment and problem to the day’s victors. They could use the coin, undoubtedly; but what to do with all the rest? The last thing Wallace wanted was to saddle himself with loads of heavy valuables demanding transport and guarding. On the other hand, it was unthinkable that it should be allowed to fall back into English hands. He would have to think about it …


He had more to think about than that — the wounded in particular. According to Little, none of their own men had been slain, at the west end, but four were quite sorely hurt, all in the bog fighting. And one of Boyd’s townsmen had broken a leg in a fall while rushing down the steep braeside. But these were as nothing to the battered and mangled English wounded, casualties of the rock bombardment in the main, whose moans and groans disfigured the early evening calm. They could not just put them out of their sufferings, as they did the horses; nor could they, in humanity, merely leave them lying there.


He ordered about half of his available men to give immediate temporary succour and care; the others to gather together the uninjured horses, both pack and riding, and to bring the baggage and loot — also captured arms and good usuable armour — to a central point. This was going to take a long time, he feared.


John Blair rode in from the east to report that all was well at that end. Ranald Crawford and his party were marching up, with a fair number of prisoners, mainly fleeing troopers whom they had intercepted. By making a demonstration, and actually lighting a grass and heather fire in the mouth of the pass they had been able to hold up Fenwick’s rearguard for a considerable time without any true fighting — until the refugees had come streaming down from the west presumably with tales of terrible things behind. Very quickly the rearguard, thereafter, had evidently decided that if a hundred and fifty and more in front could not cope with the menace forward, then their mere fifty or so could do nothing about it. After a little they had turned and trotted off eastwards, as though washing their hands of the entire affair. It looked as though there would be no rally in that quarter.


Wallace, faced for the first time with the many problems of a victorious commander, paced the trampled and bloody track back and forth, thinking them out. When his cousin Ranald Crawford arrived, with his half-dozen, he called a council-of-war of his principal lieutenants, to explain what he proposed and to seek their views.


He saw it this way. By tomorrow, the occupying forces in Lanark and Ayr would be out searching for them, by the next day, half Southern Scotland. Those of them who were prepared, and able, to campaign further, to try to widen and strengthen the fire they had lit today, must make a quick escape into Ettrick Forest, there to establish themselves. Others, like the men from Fail Monastery, who had heavy responsibilities and could not just drop everything meantime, must go back to their own places, as secretly as possible under cover of night. The prisoners, disarmed, would be given charge of their own wounded, with a few of the sumpter-horses to carry them, and let go free. The Fail party would take their own Scots wounded with them to the monastery, and tend them there. Also take the bulk of the treasure, and store it until happier times. He and the Ettrick group would take some of the money, and the best of the arms and armour — all of which might prove very useful. They would move just as soon as possible, for they had to get their own horses hidden on the North-West side of this Loudoun Hill. They could do nothing about burying the dead; the English could do that tomorrow. Was this a reasonable course of action?


None could better it, save in minor details. It was decided that just over a score would follow Wallace into the Forest at once, and others would join them there later. All would do their utmost to stir up vigorous reaction, in their own communities, to this blossoming of revolt. The impetus must be maintained and increased.


It was almost dusk, with cloud building up again, before they left the pass under Loudoun Hill — the English party of freed prisoners and wounded sent off eastwards, and very surprised to be so. There were some score of them comparatively unharmed and about thirty wounded. Nearly fifty dead were counted. Which meant that approximately half of Fenwick’s force had fled. They would undoubtedly have to contend that a very large force had attacked them — whatever the released prisoners said.


On his way out, as Wallace reached the body of Sir John Fenwick, he took the knight’s richly chased sword from the already stiffening fingers within the steel gauntlet, and with a single fiercely controlled movement, snapped the blade across his bent knee. It was quite likely to be the same weapon which had slain his father.




CHAPTER THREE


The forest of Ettrick, in golden autumn, was a splendid place for fugitives and hiders — but less convenient for campaigners and for stirring up revolt, Wallace discovered. He and his friends had achieved the safety of the upland glen of Cow Gill, under the mighty mass of Culter Fell, near the Lanarkshire-Peebles-shire border, where the chances of their being surprised, or even found at all, were as remote as the glen itself. Wallace had chosen this position for various reasons. Although hidden deep in the hills, it was approachable — or leaveable — in three directions — by the Culter, Lamington and Wandel Waters, from respectively the North-West, the West and the South-West; but also it had a back door, for the agile at least, over to the upper Tweed valley in the Drumelzier area. It had three additional advantages, in that it was within reasonable range of the Braidfoot lairdship of Lamington — it was in Lamington parish, in fact — Thomas Gray’s parish of Libberton, to the North, and the Crawford district to the South-West, where Ranald Crawford had kinsfolk. Supplies could be obtained by night from sympathisers in these places; news and reports also.


All of which was good. But security and comfort were not Wallace’s prime objectives. He had not come to Ettrick Forest to hide away, or even to use it as a base for limited forays — as did so many outlaws of one sort or another. The Loudoun Hill attack had been intended to be the start of a campaign, and the present hiding merely a necessary interlude for regrouping and gathering strength in approximate safety. But security and opportunity proved, as so often, counter-productive. The Cow Gill glen was inevitably a backwater as far as news, influence and effective exploits were concerned — and frustrating accordingly.


One of two small raids were, in fact, mounted from here, on isolated English-held positions, mainly small motte-and-bailey castles and towers along the main North-South route between Lanark and Carlisle, by upper Clydesdale and Annandale, some successful, some less so — one indeed a complete fiasco. Their most rewarding venture was the attacking and routing of another convoy, in the Dalveen Pass near upper Nithsdale — only military stores, but a telling blow, which would no doubt worry Percy. But all this was scarcely setting Scotland alight.


Wallace fretted. All accounts made it clear that the effects of Loudoun Hill had been spectacular — but mainly towards the state of mind of the English overlords. They were impressed, obviously — but angry rather than alarmed, it seemed. And they visited their wrath on many innocent folk — which was no doubt part of the reason why the Scots reaction was distinctly muted. Generally, from what could be gleaned from informants, the common people were delighted at the successful affront put upon the usurpers; many of the gentry, likewise. But no uprising followed, no large scale demonstrations, no flood of volunteers for revolt. Worst of all, in the circumstances, the great lords and nobility, who in the feudal polity controlled the main means of revolt, armed men, horses, money, not only showed no elation, or even sympathy, but some actually condemned the affair as an outrage and banditry. They had the most to lose, of course — unless a poorer man’s life was considered of major value.


So the English grip tightened rather than eased, reprisals were the order of the day, and the Scots as a whole awaited developments doubtfully.


Marion Braidfoot had come to Lamington Tower, to be near her husband — she would have joined him in the Cow Gill glen, pregnant as she was, if he would have allowed it, pleased so to do — and so they could see each other more frequently than before, when Wallace had divided his lodging between his uncles’ houses of Crosbie and Riccarton; this was one personal advantage to accrue. Marion, through her brothers, was in fact one of the most valuable channels of information. From her, amongst other things, they learned that none of the parties returning from Loudoun Hill had been intercepted; and that the monastic group had reached Fail in safety, with the wounded and treasure — and remained apparently unsuspected. In some agitation, Marion had also broken the news that Wallace himself had been declared outlaw, and a price set on his head; presumably no others had been identified, since his was the only name outlawed, as yet.


If that large young man was fretting, impatient, and somewhat disappointed, in the month that followed Loudoun Hill, it was because reactions were so comparatively modest on the Scots side, not that they were non-existent. In fact, quite a number of enthusiasts did come to join him in the Forest, mainly young men — some indeed, like his cousins, little more than boys. One, John Cleland, was another far-out cousin, son of Cleland of that Ilk, in North Lanarkshire. It was notable how many of the sons of chiefly and lairdly families were prepared to venture all, where their fathers and superiors were not; for though none of the great lords and nobility sent representatives, by mid-October Wallace had been joined by, amongst others Adam Currie, son of Currie of that Ilk, from Annandale; young Alexander Auchinleck of that Ilk, from near Ayr; Hugh Dundas, son of Dundas of that Ilk, in Lothian; and Roger Kirkpatrick, Younger of Closeburn, in Nithsdale. He was indeed building up a junior officer corps, of a sort, for his venture. But where were the seniors? And the men they had to lead, the large numbers of men necessary for any effective campaign? Only the lords could supply these in any quantity. The odd serving man and forester was all very well, like the few apprentices and burghers’ sons from towns such as Kilmarnock, Ayr and Irvine; these were useful for guerilla tactics, and Wallace had nearly a hundred of them assembled in Cow Gill glen by this time — and finding them difficult to keep fed, occupied and keen. But such would never serve to cleanse Scotland of the invader, never be able to challenge proud Edward Longshanks’ might. For that, they must have the retinues of the great lords, the nobility’s trains of men-at-arms.


One great lord, in the South-West, might have been expected to be prepared to help — Sir William Douglas, Lord of Douglasdale and Avondale, a man of spirit and fire, nicknamed the Hardy. But he, unfortunately, was a prisoner in England. He had commanded the key castle of Berwick, and at Edward’s siege and sack of Berwick town had managed to hold out in the fortress high above the blood-soaked streets. But after the fatal Battle of Dunbar, with all the rest capitulated, he had surrendered to the Plantagenet personally, on honourable terms — and whenever he had marched out into the hands of the First Knight of Christendom, had been seized, humiliated, shackled with iron and set to walk, on foot, with scullions leading him, all the way to his English prison, as example of what happened to those who chose to oppose the King of England. This for lordly ‘traitors’; the rest of his garrison, of less than noble rank, had merely been slaughtered there and then. Sir William had left only a wife and children at Douglas Castle, so there was no help to be looked for there.


With the days shortening, and winter approaching, when the outdoor life in the Forest would scarcely be practical politics for any large numbers, Wallace decided that he must attempt a different role. Instead of addressing himself to the English, he would address himself to his own lord. His father had been a vassal of Sir James Stewart, Lord of Renfrew, Bute and Kyle Stewart, fifth Lord High Steward of Scotland. He would go to Renfrew, and seek to persuade James Stewart to what was surely no more than his duty. As a vassal, or at least a vassal’s son — or brother, rather, since his elder brother Malcolm was now the vassal — he had a right to approach his lord.


Renfrew Castle was nearly forty miles away to the North-West, in the settled low country of the upper Clyde estuary. It would be a perilous journey for an outlaw and wanted man as kenspeckle as William Wallace. Therefore he would travel alone by night as far as possible, and in a begging friar’s gown and hood.


Marion, indeed almost all his friends, sought to dissuade him — or at least to let them go with him as a large and strong escort. But he was adamant — he must go, and alone. He took emotional leave of his wife, and set out one chill October evening, with staff and begging bowl, to follow, not the Clyde itself but hidden and unfrequented routes parallel with the river’s valley, to the North-West.


[image: Image]


In the village of Paisley, only three miles from Renfrew — and from Wallace’s old home of Elderslie likewise — he called at the great Abbey, where he had a kinsman as Prior, and made discreet enquiries anent the occupants of the fine castle above the short River Cart, three miles to the north. Yes, the Lord James was at home; but he was currently entertaining the Prince Bishop of the Palatinate, Anthony Beck of Durham — and all knew Beck as one of the most dangerous and savage men presently in Scotland. The Steward was married to the Lady Gelis de Burgh, sister of the Earl of Ulster, one of King Edward’s greatest friends, a situation which had both advantages and the reverse, through having to associate closely with certain of the English overlords. Few imagined that the High Steward of Scotland would enjoy the company of Bishop Beck, whether or not his wife did.


The Prior advised his young kinsman that, if see the Lord James he must, he should go to Renfrew Castle discreetly, at the evening angelus. The Lady Gelis was a notably pious woman and took religious observances very seriously — her husband less so. Beck, being a bishop — although a blood-thirsty one — might be expected to attend the lady’s services while her guest, whereas the Lord James was something of a backslider and tended to absent himself, save on Sundays and saints’ days. As ever, Wallace’s size would draw attention to him, and it was highly inadvisable for him to be seen by Beck or any of his minions.
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