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Perth, Scotland, 1306 AD

(14 years later)



It was noon when the army entered the town. Over two thousand strong, they filled the wide main street heading for the market square, the hooves of the knights’ destriers scuffing up dirty clouds of dust. Foot soldiers marched in their wake, boots crunching on the road, and the wheels of supply wagons groaned round under the weight of their loads. Torches, held by infantry, were pale spectres of fire in the midday sun. 

Beneath the richly brocaded folds of mantles and surcoats mail gleamed like fish-scales. Raised lances made a forest of spears, adorned with streaming pennons that fluttered against the great plains of colour borne aloft by the banner-bearers. Across the swathes of cloth, dyed crimson and purple, gold and azure, were black-winged eagles, snarling leopards and square-headed bulls. Broadswords hung in decorated scabbards at the hips of knights, while squires and foot soldiers brandished cleaver-like falchions, spiked axes and hammers: all the instruments of war, honed for the splitting of flesh.

The men and women of Perth clustered in the doorways of houses and workshops, watching the procession pass. Wives clutched the arms of husbands, or pushed curious children back behind them, while blacksmiths and leatherworkers hefted tools uneasily in their hands, wondering if they would need to use them to defend their families. 

Perth’s citizens were no strangers to the terror of an English army. Since the war began ten years ago, the royal burgh had been sacked, invaded and occupied. They had seen the ships coming up the Tay carrying timber for siege engines and carts laden with meat and grain to feed the army rolling in through their streets, and they had been evicted from their homes to make room for the king’s men, who raided their cellars and ruined crop-fields for the sport of their tournaments. But on this cool day in early June, with the salt-sour breeze drifting in from the North Sea, the mood of the invaders seemed different – less arrogant and aggressive, more grim and purposeful. At the head of the host was raised a great standard that the people of Perth had never seen before. Larger than the other banners, the material faded with age and patched in places, it was blood scarlet with a golden dragon rearing at its centre, wreathed in fire.

Aymer de Valence, Earl of Pembroke and cousin to King Edward of England, rode beneath the red shadow of the standard, his nostrils filled with the acrid stink of Perth’s tanneries and abattoirs, the hides and blood of which had fattened the town with a thriving trade in leather and wool to the Low Countries. The earl’s muscular frame was augmented by the coat-of-plates and the mail hauberk he wore beneath his surcoat and mantle, both of which were striped blue and white, and decorated with red birds. The Pembroke arms were mirrored in his shield and the silk trapper of his horse. His helm, the visor of which was raised, was crested with a spray of goose feathers dyed blue. 

From the height of his destrier, Aymer scanned the frightened townsfolk, crowded like rabbits in the dark openings of their wattle and daub homes. The bell of St John’s Church was clanging madly above the rumble of hooves and wagon wheels, but it sounded a warning rather than a call to arms, sending those out in the streets scuttling into the perceived safety of their houses. The townsfolk weren’t putting up any defence. Nor should they, for despite the events of recent months Scotland remained under the dominion of King Edward, as it had since the nobles of the realm submitted to his authority two years ago at St Andrews. Still, Aymer remained watchful, well aware that the fires of rebellion had inflamed the hearts of many Scots and that within these tightly packed dwellings, interlinked by a confusion of rigs and alleys, could be those ready and willing to fight and die for their new-crowned rebel king.

‘You believe he will come?’ 

Aymer glanced at the man riding beside him, several hands shorter on a shaggy white palfrey. It took him a moment to discern what the man had said, the clamour of hooves making the captain’s French, heavily accented by his native Gaelic, harder to understand. ‘He will come.’ Aymer glanced over his shoulder at the six men who jolted and jerked in the midst of the company, dragged on ropes behind the horses of his knights, their hands bound and their clothes shredded by the grit that peppered the packed-down refuse of the street. ‘I’ll give him no choice.’ 

Aymer flicked his tongue over the cold threads of silver wire that bound in place his front teeth, taken from another man’s mouth. The deeper he and his men had moved into Scotland, the more his mind had seethed with thoughts of his enemy and the revenge he would finally be able to exact. Here, barely miles from Scone where Robert Bruce had crowned himself king three months ago, Aymer could almost feel the bastard’s presence.

Ahead, the main street opened on to a market square, green with gardens and lined with wooden stalls. It was surrounded by the stone halls of the town’s wealthiest occupants. Some of the buildings had a second storey of timber with ceramic tiles cladding the roofs. The steel plates on Aymer’s gauntlets flexed as he brought his horse to a stop. ‘This will suit us.’ He turned to his knights and gestured to the halls where faces could be seen at the windows. ‘Move in.’ 

As orders were shouted and men hastened to obey, the rest of the army continued to pour into the square, wagon wheels churning up the soil of the market gardens, soldiers using the empty stalls to dump bags and gear. Once he and his knights were settled, Aymer would have the infantry camp outside the walls, but for now he wanted them with him; a display of might. 

‘What can I do?’

Aymer glanced at the captain, his eyes flicking to the blue standard hoisted above him. The white lion at its centre was replicated in the shields of the mass of men, over five hundred strong, now moving in around their commander. They were a rough band, clad in scraps of armour stripped from battlegrounds. Most of their shields, from small bucklers to the large kite-shaped shields favoured by English knights, had been crudely daubed with the lion over the original arms, the old colours bleeding through the paint. Aymer wondered how many had been taken from dead and dying comrades of his. So far, he had hesitated to use their strength, cautious to trust their pledge of loyalty, made on the border in the spring. His gaze moved back to the captain, who held the reins of his palfrey looped in his gloved right hand. His left arm ended at the wrist, the scarred bulb of flesh jutting from beneath the sleeve of his gambeson. The captain might be a hated Scot, but they shared the same enemy. Aymer tongued the wire that bound his front teeth. Bruce had taken something from them both. ‘Do your men know the lands about here?’

‘One of my master’s estates isn’t far. Some of them know this region well.’

‘Pick a trusted few who know it best. I have a task for them. For now, have the rest patrol the streets and stop any trouble before it’s started. Make sure they are forceful, Captain. I want the people of Perth to know who their master is.’

As the captain moved to relay the command to his motley company, Aymer noticed three men approaching from one of the halls, outside which a crowd was starting to gather. Better dressed than most of the townsfolk he had seen, with jewelled brooches pinning their cloaks, he took them for burgesses or town officials. A few of his knights were eyeing them, hands on the pommels of their swords. With a jab of his knee, Aymer turned his destrier. The beast snorted deeply and struck the ground with its iron-shod hoof. 

The three men came to a halt, faced by the warhorse’s armoured head. Beneath its silk trapper swung a heavy skirt of mail. Such horses were trained to kill.

One of the men stepped forward uneasily. ‘Sir Aymer, I am the sheriff here. It is an honour to welcome you, but might I ask what business brings you to Perth?’

Aymer’s eyes narrowed. ‘You know full well, Sheriff, what brings me to this godforsaken hole. I have come for the traitor, Robert Bruce, and all who support him.’ His imperious tone was loud enough for the crowd of Scots gathered beyond to hear. ‘My men and I will occupy your town until the knave appears before me to accept his judgement.’

As English knights, swords drawn, began entering the halls and roughly ushering out women, children and servants, one of the burgesses with the sheriff started forward. His comrade clutched his arm to stop him.

The sheriff went to protest, then halted as his gaze alighted on the six men tethered like dogs to the cruppers of the knights’ horses. Two were lying prone on the ground. One was groaning, his arm pulled from its socket during the brutal drawing through the street. The others had struggled to their knees, bound hands clasped as if in prayer. ‘My men!’

‘Your men, Sheriff, were caught tracking us as we approached the city. When pressed they confessed to being Bruce’s spies.’

‘That’s a lie, sir!’ shouted one of the tethered men. He was silenced by the mailed fist of one of the knights. 

The sheriff paled. He turned to Aymer, raising his hands. ‘I swear, Sir Aymer, these are my men, not Robert Bruce’s! I can vouch for them personally. When we heard rumour of your approach I simply sent them to seek word of your arrival. They aren’t spies!’

‘We should not have to remind you people of the price of rebellion,’ Aymer continued, his dark eyes not leaving the sheriff’s. ‘When the rotten limb of that treasonous whoreson, William Wallace, still dangles from your gatehouse tower. But, clearly, another lesson is needed.’ He turned, motioning to his knights. ‘Hang them up. Use the stalls.’

The six men began to shout and struggle as Aymer’s knights hauled them to their feet. The one with the injured arm screamed to the sky. Those who fought their captors were punched in the stomach. Doubled over, choking, they were dragged to the stalls, feet scuffing lines through the dust. 

‘Do not do this! I beg you!’ The sheriff moved towards his men, but found his way barred by the swords of English knights. He turned to Aymer. ‘Have mercy, for Christ’s sake!’

‘There is no escaping justice for any who defy King Edward,’ Aymer said, as his knights flung the ropes that had hauled the sheriff’s men through the town over the beams of the stalls, which would support covers on market days. ‘The dragon has been raised. Tell your people under its shadow no mercy will be shown.’ 

The sheriff stared up at the standard, emblazoned with the fierce winged serpent surrounded by flames that glittered gold in the sunlight. He went to speak, but faltered into impotent silence.

Aymer watched his men twist the ends of the ropes into nooses, pulling on them to test the knots. All around the market square, more townsfolk were appearing, hounded from their houses and corralled like sheep. Aymer scanned their stricken faces, satisfied. He needed an audience for this. 

A harsh cry sounded and a woman burst out of the crowd, racing towards the condemned men. ‘Alan!’ she was screaming, ‘Dear God, my son!’

One of the younger men, his chin bloodied from the street, jerked towards her. His face contorted, his mouth working, trying to form words, as the noose was tugged down over his head. Two of Aymer’s knights grabbed the woman before she could reach her son. She fought them bitterly, flailing and scratching, but was no match. The young man closed his eyes, his mouth still moving silently. 

One of his companions, an older man with a rough red face, was cursing his executioners, spittle flying from his mouth as he promised them hell and damnation. He bucked away as they drew the noose tight at his neck, but with his hands still bound his attempts were in vain. He continued to resist as the knights heaved on the rope, which sawed slowly over the stall’s beam until he was lifted from the ground. He seemed to hold his breath for a long moment, then let it out in a rush. His Adam’s apple bobbed wildly beneath the constricting rope. One by one, the other five men were hoisted into the air, two begging for their lives until their words were snatched away by the noose. The young man kicked and twisted in silence, the ragged screams of his mother giving voice to his dying.

Aymer turned his horse from the men, who would take some time to strangle to death. He had no interest in watching their drawn-out expiration, the final throes of which would see each man foul himself. The deed was done and already over as far as he was concerned. The bait was set; now to lure the wolf. Riding in a wide circle, he addressed the townsfolk, his voice rising over the noise of the army. ‘This, here, is the price you pay for the treason of your false king. Spread the word among your countrymen that until Robert Bruce appears before me to accept his judgement, I will kill more. All who value their lives and the lives of those they love will make certain this message is delivered far and wide, lest you be next at the end of the rope.’ 





Methven Wood, Scotland, 1306 AD



Beyond the barley fields and meadows the walls of Perth, rising over the dark defile of a moat, were stained crimson with the last rays of sun. Several miles to the west, from the high vantage of a mossy slab of rock that jutted from the hillside, Robert Bruce scanned the distant town. 

At first glance, Perth, corralled by its defences into a tight labyrinth of streets and houses dominated by the tower of St John’s, appeared tranquil in the summer evening. Streams of smoke from cooking fires formed gauzy banners over the rooftops and three fishing boats inched up the broad waters of the Tay, circled by gulls. Looking towards the walls, the illusion of peace was shattered by the large encampment that crowded outside the west gate, close to a meadow where scores of horses were paddocked. Robert’s keen eyes picked out the figures of men moving among the sprawl of tents and wagons, scattered with the amber constellations of campfires. High above the camp a trebuchet squatted on top of the gatehouse tower, one of four siege engines positioned around the town’s ramparts. There were more men on patrol along Perth’s walls.

Robert had been deep in Galloway, hunting the last supporters of John Balliol, when word reached him that Aymer de Valence had taken the town. Rumours, flying from person to person, growing more disparate the further they travelled, were livid with tales of rape and torture, and of townsmen hanged in the market square left to bloat in the heat. The Galloway campaign had proven fruitless, the lands of his enemies filled only with brooding silence, and Robert had been forced to busy himself razing minor strongholds belonging to the Balliol and Comyn families, acutely aware that these were petty victories. In some ways the challenge posed by the English occupation of Perth had been a welcome one and it was with a renewed sense of determination that he had turned his army north to face it.

Hearing a footfall scuff the rock, Robert turned to see Edward climbing up behind him, the hem of his mail coat skimming the stone. The rest of the company remained on the hillside, their eyes on the distant town. Among the dozen knights from Carrick and Annandale were Earl John of Atholl and his son, David. They talked quietly among themselves, sharing around wine skins and flexing muscles sore from the day’s ride. Beyond, on the fringes of a wood, through the branches of which bled the fire of the setting sun, squires waited with the horses. 

‘Any sign of them?’ asked Edward, coming to stand beside Robert on the crown of the rock.

‘Not yet.’

‘So close,’ Edward murmured.

Robert glanced at his brother. In youth, Edward, who was only a year younger, had been as a mirror to him – the same strong features framed by the same cropped black hair – but over the past ten years the war had etched a different story in each of them, altering them from one another. Now, at thirty-one, Edward’s face was leaner, harder. Battle scars carved new lines in his expression, stubble shadowed his jaw and dust tracked dark along the creases at the corners of his pale blue eyes. Those eyes filled with a keen hunger as he studied the English camp. 

‘Does their force seem smaller than we expected?’

Robert had thought as much himself, but didn’t want to build false hope. ‘It is hard to tell. Let us wait for word.’

‘More waiting?’ Edward forced a smile as he looked at Robert. ‘Christ knows we have had enough practice at that.’ He gripped the hilt of his sword, which hung down in its scabbard, the leather embossed with white enamel crosses. His smile faded. ‘Soon, God willing, it will be time for action.’ 

In Edward’s face, Robert saw the bitter memory of the years spent living among the English in the service of their king, pretending loyalty, while waiting for the moment they could break its hated shackles. Since their return to Scotland in the autumn, fleeing before the wrath of the king, who had discovered Robert’s secret intent to take the throne, his brother had spoken often of the bloody butchery of William Wallace, which, as a knight of the prince’s household, he had been forced to watch. Robert, too, found the memory of the rebel leader’s death still vivid, acute in its horror despite all the blood he had seen spilled over the years. He wanted a victory over Wallace’s executioners as much as his brother did, but it was need more than retribution that had brought him to this hillside in pursuit of that. 

The words Elizabeth had spoken at his coronation three months ago, when the weight of the crown was new upon his head, echoed in his mind.

‘You aren’t here by right. You are here by revolution and murder. Do you think the rest of the realm will follow you when they know what you’ve done?’ 

He had assured his wife and queen they would, if they wanted to survive the conflict that would be coming, but his forces, although increased since his enthronement, were still not enough to face the iron might of England. Aymer de Valence’s company, sighted in the spring, was only the vanguard. The main body of the English army was yet to come. But come it would, and soon. Robert knew a victory here in Perth would convince more men to follow him; would prove to them his strength and conviction. Only then, with the realm united behind him, could he stand against the English king and drive him and his men from Scotland, once and for all. 

‘There,’ said Edward, pointing down the hillside.

Robert followed his finger to see two figures scrabbling their way up. Behind him the rasps of swords being drawn from scabbards sounded as his men were alerted by the snap of undergrowth. ‘It’s them,’ he called, jumping down from the rock to join the company, quickly followed by his brother.

Moments later the two figures appeared, clambering up to the ridge. One was short and wiry, the other tall and broad. Both wore threadbare cloaks over tunics and hose, covered with dust from the barley fields. They looked like a couple of beggars. As Robert went to meet them, John of Atholl moved into step beside him. The ventail attached to the earl’s coif of mail hung free, revealing the tight-lipped line of his mouth. Robert noticed his brother-in-law had his hand on the pommel of his sword. John only relaxed when the figures pushed back the hoods of their cloaks, revealing their faces. Both men were panting hard from the climb.

Neil Campbell nodded to Robert. ‘My lord,’ greeted the Argyll knight, between breaths.

Gilbert de la Hay also bowed, but his large form remained bent for some moments more, his hands on his thighs and sweat dripping from his nose. Robert was used to seeing the powerfully built Lord of Erroll clad in mail and surcoat. Gilbert looked rather comical in the ill-fitting peasant garb, borrowed from one of the drovers in the army.

‘What did you find out?’ Robert pressed, gesturing to David of Atholl, who was holding a wine skin. 

The young man stepped forward and handed the skin to Neil, who gulped gratefully at the wine, before passing it to Gilbert. 

‘Those are Valence’s men down there all right.’

‘You saw Valence himself?’ Robert asked sharply.

Neil shook his head. ‘But his standard was raised in the camp and several men we saw were wearing his colours. Most of the others had the cross of St George on bands of cloth. Here,’ he added, clasping his upper arm.

‘Like Falkirk,’ said John of Atholl darkly. ‘Infantry,’ he said, glancing at Robert.

‘How large is the force by your reckoning?’ Robert questioned.

‘Maybe as many as a thousand.’

‘Our scouts put the company they saw crossing the border in April at two thousand,’ ventured Edward, at Robert’s side. ‘Where are the rest?’

‘Inside,’ answered Neil.

Robert’s brow furrowed. ‘You were able to enter the town?’

‘No, my lord,’ said Gilbert, straightening and pushing a hand through his sweat-soaked mop of blond hair. ‘The gates were closed for curfew and the few people we saw on the road outside were being questioned by English soldiers. We couldn’t risk getting too close.’ 

‘We spoke to a cowherd out in the pastures,’ explained Neil. ‘He told us the English have more men inside Perth. They’ve taken over the houses of the burgesses.’

‘Could he say how many?’

‘Couldn’t even count his cows, my lord,’ responded Neil wryly.

‘But he confirmed the stories of townsfolk being put to death,’ said Gilbert. ‘Valence is letting it be known far and wide that he’ll hang more each day until you appear before him to accept judgement for – in his words, my lord – your treason and the murder of his dear brother.’

‘Dear brother?’ Robert’s harsh laugh was devoid of humour. Aymer de Valence and John Comyn had been brothers by marriage alone. The two men had been close for a time in youth, mostly, he thought, because they shared a dislike of him, but that early friendship hadn’t survived the war. ‘Did you learn anything else?’

‘Just one thing.’ Neil’s scarred face was grave. ‘The cowherd mentioned a banner raised in the market square. He said it was decorated with a golden dragon.’ 

Robert’s mind filled with the image of a great standard, blood scarlet in colour, with a fierce winged serpent at its centre, shrouded in flames. It was an emblem as familiar as his own coat of arms and one he had loved and come to loathe by turns. In youth he had seen it lifted over tournament grounds, a mark of pomp and pride. Later, he had seen it hoisted above battlegrounds like a fist; a symbol of terror. It was the dragon banner of King Edward of England and to raise it was to declare no mercy.

The men around him looked grim. They all knew the meaning of the banner. Chivalry flew in the face of it. Robert’s gaze drifted to Perth’s ramparts, where the campfires of the English were glowing brighter with the approach of dusk. Despite the fact he had been expecting it for months, and preparing for it as best he could, the coming conflict had still seemed distant, unreal almost. Now it was before him, evident in that sprawling encampment, and all too real with the red menace of that standard.

War was finally upon him. 


Chapter 10









Near Tyndrum, Scotland, 1306 AD


From the sprawling thicket of birch and alders, Alexander Seton stared at the distant wooded fringes of the River Fillan, where a broad meadow curved out of sight, folding into a valley. His eyes strained, searching for movement beyond the great plain of grass that rippled like a green sea. Around him, crowds of men were adjusting helms and armour, hefting weapons. Some spoke in low voices to comrades, or to quieten horses. Most were silent. The muggy air was clogged with their combined stink – stale sweat, leather and tarnished steel. 

Alexander’s attention was diverted as his arm was knocked by one of his two guards who viciously swatted a fly from his face. There were scores of them buzzing about the nostrils of the horses and the piles of dung around the cavalry lines; more still around the six corpses. Alexander glanced at the bodies. He didn’t know any of them by name, but he recognised two as Robert’s scouts. The dead men’s eyes and mouths were already busy with flies, laying eggs in the openings. Come nightfall, worms would make a feast.

‘Eyes forward.’

Alexander realised the guard was staring at him. The man’s fist was raised as if to strike. He looked back at the plain, not wishing to give Comyn’s thugs any more excuses to beat him. They needed little encouragement – the myriad bruises that throbbed and ached across his body a painful testament to that.

‘That’s right. You don’t want to miss the approach of your king.’

Alexander felt a surge of hatred, bitter as bile, as the guard chuckled, but he couldn’t say anything, even if he dared, for a filthy gag, which tasted of his own blood, was tied over his mouth.

Dear God, let him see them. Let him see them before it’s too late.

As he clasped his bound hands together behind his back to cement the prayer, Alexander felt again how loose his bindings had become after endless hours of struggle, his skin chafed raw by the ropes, but the possibility of freedom offered little hope. Where the hell would he run to? He was surrounded by fifteen hundred men. 

The Black Comyn and John MacDougall had two hundred horsemen on palfreys and hobbies. The rest, on foot, made a grim band, armed with spears and the wicked, long-handled axes of Highlanders. Alexander thought of the women and children in the king’s company and closed his eyes. However angry he was with Robert, however much he had wanted out of the man’s company and his own life back, he hadn’t wanted this. He should have let the Black Comyn and that one-handed thug MacDouall kill him – but his wasn’t the only life they had bargained with. 

After MacDouall took him from Perth to Leuchars, Alexander had been beaten for hours, the earl demanding to know everything about Robert’s plans. At first he resisted the punches, the kicks and the threats against his life. Finally, when he was barely conscious, the earl had Will dragged in. Alexander had watched through eyes misted with blood as the knight was forced to his knees in front of him. Will’s face was ashen, but he held his head high, looking him in the eye, even as Alexander refused to answer their questions, even when the dagger was pressed to Will’s bared neck. Even when they slit his throat. They did the same to Ewen and, still, Alexander did not speak. 

It was Tom who had broken him. Young Tom, his squire, begged as they put the blade to the corner of his eye, threatening to put it out. When the tip punctured his skin the lad, sobbing, had pissed himself. Alexander had surrendered then, one of the earl’s men having to lean right down into the pool of blood and spit he had made to hear his words. 

‘Islay. He’s going to Islay.’

His submission did not matter. The sons of whores had killed Tom anyway. 

Alexander had wished then that they would end him, but the Black Comyn had ordered him kept alive, in case he might still prove of use. 

‘If nothing else,’ he had heard the earl say, ‘his delivery into English custody will help strengthen the king’s trust. Bring him with us. I’ll hand him over myself. I imagine Lord Edward will relish dealing with one of Bruce’s commanders.’

A shudder of expectation rippled through the army hidden in the woods as away across the plain a host of men came slowly into view. Alexander stiffened, seeing the column wind its way up from the valley into the sea of grass like a thick black snake. The column lengthened as more men appeared, some on horses, others on foot. Around him, the murmurs were accompanied by the scrape of weapons and stamping hooves. Within moments, after sharp commands from the captains, the waiting army quietened. Men tensed, sweat trickling down their faces. 

Alexander’s heart beat a rapid tattoo in his chest as he fixed his eyes on the host emerging on to the sunlit plain. He strained against the ropes around his wrists, the knots biting into his skin as he fought to pull his hands apart. His guards didn’t notice, all their attention fixed on the approaching army. The company was a long way away, but however hopeless, he had to act. There was one thing he could do – though it would most likely be his last act on this earth. At last, wrenching his hands free from the bindings, Alexander pulled down the gag, threw back his head and roared Robert’s name.


Robert glanced round as John of Atholl urged his horse up alongside him at the vanguard of the column of men.

‘No sign of them?’ murmured John.

The visor of Robert’s helm was raised. Beneath its iron rim, his eyes were narrowed, scanning the plain before them. A wedge of cloud was looming over the peaks of Lorn, all the blacker in contrast to the gold of the afternoon sun that bathed the broad meadows beyond the River Fillan. It had rained a short time ago and the plain was a vast shimmering cloak, spread out beneath the mountains. Finches and plovers darted from the flower-dappled grasses.

‘You told them to scout out the road,’ reasoned John. He nodded north towards Tyndrum, where the mountains became densely wooded hills. ‘It’s a fair way.’

David manoeuvred his horse up alongside his father. ‘The scouts?’

John shook his head. 

‘They should have returned by now,’ said Robert, looking over his shoulder down the first dozen rows of mounted men. Sunlight caught on the metal bosses and rivets of shields and winked on the domes of helms. His gaze moved on, past the lines of foot soldiers who trudged alongside the knights, to where the women and children rode in a tight group. He had put them in the middle with the servants, grooms and pack-horses, partly to keep the company moving at the same pace, partly to surround them with a shield of men. 

Elizabeth rode at the head of the women on a sleek white palfrey. His wife wore the grey mantle he’d had lined with sable to surprise her years ago in Essex. The garment was frayed and sun-bleached. Beside the queen was Marjorie on a sturdy-legged pony. His daughter looked tired. His sisters and the wives and children of his men rode behind in silence. Gone was the gaiety of the wedding day. That had faded days ago while they prepared for the next leg of the journey, James Douglas and Gilbert de la Hay leading hunting parties to supplement their dwindling supplies. As they had loaded the pack-horses that morning, Robert noticed Elizabeth was pale and anxious. Overhearing her talking to Isabel Comyn, he realised she was worried about the sea voyage to Islay. His wife had almost drowned as a child and had been terrified of water ever since.

‘Maybe they met with company and had to lie low?’ offered John. ‘The road leads to the Pass of Brander before it splits. It’s unlikely to be free of travellers.’ 

Fixing his eyes forward again, Robert cursed. ‘We’re travelling blind.’

‘We could wait.’ John shifted in his saddle, one hand sliding to rest on the pommel of his sword. It was an instinctive movement, but one that betrayed his own unease. ‘Give the scouts more time to return?’

‘No,’ said Robert, after a pause. ‘The longer we stay out here, the longer we’re in danger of being seen. We move on. With luck we’ll make the head of Loch Awe before nightfall and we can disappear in the hills. Tomorrow evening, by Campbell’s reckoning, we’ll reach the coast.’ 

He flicked his spurs across Ghost’s sides, urging the palfrey into the waving sea of grass at a brisk walk that was quickly matched by the men of the vanguard. Ghost moved easily across the marshy ground, even with the weight of Robert’s mail, augmented by a coat-of-plates over which he wore his surcoat and a woollen cloak. Hunter would have been too heavy for such terrain. The thought brought a painful memory of the night in Aberdeen when he’d been forced to confront the reality of the animal’s injury. The warhorse had lain down in the stables at his command, snorting as he stroked his nose. When Nes crouched beside him in silence, holding an iron spike and a hammer, Robert had taken the tools himself. He had talked softly, setting the tip of the spike against the animal’s head. One strong swing of the hammer, as the stable-master had instructed.

Robert was brought back to the present by a noise somewhere off in the distance. It sounded like an animal’s howl. A flock of crows burst from the tangled canopy of a wood, half a mile or so to the south, their calls rising ragged on the breeze. 

‘What is it?’ asked John, seeing his intent expression.

Robert strained to listen over the jingle of mail and bridles, the grunts of horses and thud of hooves, but all he caught was the wind singing in the grass. ‘I’m not sure.’

Neil Campbell, riding to their left, looked round, his eyes alert. 

‘You heard it?’ Robert asked him.

Neil nodded. ‘Could have been a wolf,’ he ventured, although his hand was curled around the grip of his sword. 

‘What’s wrong?’ Edward kicked his horse up alongside his brother. He was quickly joined by Christopher Seton and Niall.

Robert held up his hand, gesturing for the men of the vanguard to halt. They did so, one by one, their horses fanning out. The black wedge of cloud was drifting over the mountains, trailing curtains of rain down into the foothills. Robert stared into the woods, out of the depths of which the birds had scattered. He felt the first drops of rain misting the air. The clouds were advancing on the sun, bringing a wave of shadow towards him. Before the sun winked out, Robert caught several flashes along the tree line. Sunlight on metal. His instincts flared. He went for his broadsword, shouting the alarm, just as a tide of men came pouring out of the woods. 

Their distant roar was drowned by the thunder of hooves as two hundred riders broke from the front lines, urging their horses into a gallop. Behind, men came running, the stormy light sparking off spearheads and axe-blades. Banners billowed above the riders, decorated with the black galleys of Argyll and the arms of the Black Comyn. 

All around Robert, men began shouting and drawing their weapons. Horses reared in fear as alarm swept through the company. A few pack-horses broke free from the grasp of startled servants and bolted. Some of the women began to scream, setting the dogs barking and threatening to send more horses into flight. Christian had snatched Donald from the arms of his wet nurse and was grasping the wailing boy tight to her chest. Mary clutched at the reins of Matilda’s horse, her sister’s animal panicked and stamping. Isabel Comyn was staring numbly at the incoming charge of horsemen, transfixed by the sight of her husband’s banner. 

Robert, the blood pumping through his veins, looked from the cluster of terrified women and children to the approaching riders. The horsemen were still some distance away, but the gap was closing rapidly, more and more of the plain disappearing under the pummelling hooves. Behind them, men continued to emerge from the trees. There were hundreds – maybe thousands. 

‘There’re too many!’ shouted John. ‘We’ll be overrun!’

Robert made a decision; no time to think whether it was right or wrong. ‘Niall! Edward!’ He pointed his sword towards the women. ‘Get them out of here! Take the foot soldiers and archers. Go back to the valley – make for the woods beyond the Fillan. We’ll hold them off as long as we can.’

‘Like hell—’ Edward began. 

‘Do it!’ roared Robert, so fiercely his brother flinched. 

Edward’s jaw pulsed, but he wheeled his horse around and, with Niall’s help, drove the foot soldiers into a protective wedge around the women, children and servants, forcing them back the way they had come. 

Robert had one last glimpse of Marjorie – looking over her shoulder at him, stricken with terror – before he snapped down his visor. Kicking viciously with his heels, he spurred Ghost towards the advancing mass of horsemen. ‘On them!’ he roared, his voice echoing around the encasement of his helm. 

His men rode with him, their horses ripping through the grass, kicking up black clots of mud. The rain was falling harder, gauzing the air. Ahead, the enemy were coming swiftly to meet them. Finally it was upon him: the reckoning Robert had known was coming for the murder of John Comyn. These men rushing towards him, swords and axes raised, were his judges and executioners, come to avenge the blood of their kinsman. But he would not falter, nor give them ground. The lives of all those he loved were at stake. With the image of his daughter’s face imprinted on his mind, Robert compelled Ghost, with brutal rakes of his spurs, into the front lines of the enemy. 

The two forces came together in a vicious clash that resounded across the plain. Men and horses smashed into one another, spears splintering on shields, bones breaking under impact. Some men were hurled from saddles and sent tumbling to the marshy ground, where the mud was as slick as pitch. More managed to right themselves, shaking off the initial concussion, and set about those they found themselves among, hacking and battering. The






















AUTHOR’S NOTE

Voltaire is thought to have said, history is the lie commonly agreed upon, and when dealing with the life of Robert Bruce that statement often seems to ring true. This part of Robert’s career – from the rout at Methven to midsummer’s eve at Bannockburn – is, in terms of the recorded facts, frequently ambiguous and, on occasion, downright impenetrable.

When Robert disappears from Dunaverty Castle on the Mull of Kintyre in September 1306, we have no idea where he went or what he did for more than four months before he reappears in Carrick early the following year. The island of Rathlin off Ireland was cited as Robert’s hiding place by John Barbour in his epic poem, The Bruce, written c.1375. But others have suggested Ireland or one of the Western Isles, even Orkney or Norway. I went with Rathlin, the most common theory and somewhere I was relatively easily able to get to for research (albeit on a vessel nicknamed the Vomit Comet). I also placed him on Barra in the Outer Hebrides, which has a strong natural harbour and is believed, at this time, to have been in the possession of Christiana MacRuarie, who was said to have aided Robert.

There are many other gaps in our understanding of the rebel king and the band of men who ‘took to the heather’ with him on the long march to Bannockburn and the struggle for independence. As is often the case with medieval armies it is difficult, sometimes impossible, to pin down numbers of troops. A letter written to Edward II in around 1308 by John MacDougall claims Robert was then menacing Argyll with a force of ten to fifteen thousand, but at Loudoun Hill in 1307 Barbour puts his army at six hundred fighting men and perhaps as many ‘rabble’, while modern historians suggest he commanded only around seven thousand in 1314 at Bannockburn. 

Dates, too, prove problematic. We don’t know exactly when the Battle of Inverurie against the Black Comyn was fought and we don’t know whether Robert’s campaign in Argyll against John MacDougall took place in 1308 or 1309. The Battle of Glen Trool is afforded only a fleeting, rather confused mention in the records, but has swelled over the centuries to become one of Robert’s greatest victories, now complete, at its atmospheric setting, with information boards that neatly set out the battle’s location, along with a date, troop numbers and sequence of events, none of which is actually known – as I discovered after hiking up there with the historian, Edward J. Cowan. 

Other, even more important, locations confound us. The site of the Battle of Bannockburn has been pitting historian against historian for years without conclusion. Most historians, including Fiona Watson who was kind enough to give me access to her report on the subject, favour what is known as the Dryfield (now the site of the Bannockburn High School playing fields) as the place where the main battle was fought. Although some, including Scott McMaster who showed me around the battle-site, give compelling arguments for the Carse (a lower-lying area formerly known as the Pows or Les Polles), where the English were thought to have camped on the night of 23 June. Two other sites: the Borestone and an area of the Carse nearer to the Forth, have also been mooted, although these are now afforded less credibility. In the end, I opted for the Dryfield, but until more archaeological evidence is found the argument will no doubt continue.

Likewise, many myths have sprung up around Robert and his contemporaries over the centuries, perhaps the most famous of which is the spider. The earliest reference we have for the now legendary arachnid appears in a posthumous edition of David Hume of Godscroft’s The History of the House of Douglas, published in the mid-seventeenth century, in which it is James Douglas who witnesses the creature trying and trying again to spin its web. Sir Walter Scott, writing his Tales of a Grandfather in the nineteenth century, attributed this story to Robert Bruce. Of course, the allegory fits Robert perfectly – the man who, despite all the losses suffered, refused to give in and forced himself on to succeed finally. But, for me, there could be no actual spider in the narrative. Instead, I used Affraig and her webs of destiny, partly drawing on medieval magical practices and partly echoing Ariadne and her thread, to capture the spirit of this enduring myth.

It is both a blessing and a curse that so much and yet so little is known about the life and times of Robert Bruce. The gaps in our knowledge offer exciting opportunities for the historical novelist, but it is often a challenge to join up this fragmented narrative when there are so many contradictions, repetitions and holes in the accounts. Also, as I’ve noted in the previous novels, while we may sometimes know what someone was doing, and where and when they were doing it, we very rarely know why. The novelist, unlike the historian, is always required to make a decision as to a character’s motivations. 

It is a challenge I relish, but I’m always aware that even when fictionalising events – whether for the sake of plot or pace, to fill in a blank, or to turn a complex, drawn-out episode into something more thrilling and readable – I want it to be at least plausible and since the history is what inspired me in the first place I want to respect it, even within the boundless imaginings of fiction. To this end, what follows is a breakdown of the significant alterations I’ve made to the history, such as it is known. For those wishing to know more about the period please refer to the bibliography.





Alexander III and the succession



Rather than duplicating what I’ve written about at length in the previous author’s notes, I’ll just say briefly that chroniclers of the time and modern historians regard the death of Alexander III – separated from his escort on the road to Kinghorn and found dead the next morning – as an accident. The murder is pure fiction. It was the fact Alexander was thought to have mooted the possibility of a union between his granddaughter and Edward’s son and heir in 1284, and that when the king married Yolande any offspring they produced would have rendered this proposition meaningless, that led me down the what if route.

Also, Robert acquired the earldom of Carrick in 1292 shortly after John Balliol was appointed king by Edward, but it was his father who inherited the family’s claim to the throne. However, Robert was accused of aiming at the crown as early as 1297 and so I chose to have the legacy passed directly from his grandfather to him. The Bruce family were at Norham, not Lochmaben as I have it, when Edward announced his decision to choose Balliol as king.





Aymer de Valence and the Battle of Methven



Throughout this trilogy I’ve been rather mean to Aymer de Valence, who is considered to be one of the more honourable figures in the English royal court at this time, but as Robert’s main opponent from Methven on he fitted well in the role of antagonist. Although he did occupy Perth in 1306, I have fictionalised his brutal treatment of the townsfolk. That said, the hanging of insurgents and enemy garrisons was becoming increasingly common at this point in the war.

I’ve slightly altered events leading up to the skirmish in Methven Wood, so as to simplify what is a convoluted and occasionally unbelievable sequence, but the battle itself and the outcome remain the same. Essentially, after approaching Perth to challenge Valence, Robert’s army was ambushed in Methven Wood and sent into a rout. This may well, as noted by G.W.S. Barrow in Robert Bruce and the Community of the Realm of Scotland, have been Robert’s saving grace, for had he won at Methven, ‘he would almost certainly have met the English king in the field in a major pitched battle, eight years before he was ready for it.’

Robert’s brother, Niall, is thought, at this time, to have been looking after the king’s wife and daughter and the other women, rather than taking part in the battle, but I wanted to keep him in the narrative until the point when he escorts the women to Kildrummy. We do not know the exact chronology of events following Robert’s flight from Methven. We don’t know for certain what routes he took, or even when, exactly, the attack in Lorn by John MacDougall occurred. But I have, for the most part, followed Robert’s escape as it appears in Barbour’s poem.





Edward I



After appointing Aymer de Valence Lieutenant of Scotland and instructing him to ‘raise the dragon’, i.e. show no mercy towards Robert and his supporters, Edward I made what was clearly a long and painful journey north, hoping to take command of the campaign against his adversary. We do not know what he was dying of, although at the time it was said to be dysentery. We do know he had to be carried in a litter and that when he arrived at Lanercost Priory provision was made, in the form of quarters built for him and his queen, for what was to become a lengthy stay.

I have Prince Edward in his father’s camp at the beginning of the novel, but in fact the king had already sent his son into Scotland, in command of a strong contingent of newly made knights, who raided Robert’s lands in Carrick.





Alexander Seton



Much of Alexander Seton’s role has been fictionalised in order to fill in considerable gaps in the records, but I’ve tried to follow, as much as possible, his actual trajectory. He isn’t thought to have been related to Christopher Seton, but it worked well for my purposes to have them as cousins. We do know that Alexander, a lord from East Lothian, was captured in 1306 by English forces, but was subsequently released by Edward I, in contrast to many of his comrades. His part in revealing Robert’s plans to the Black Comyn is fiction, but Aymer de Valence’s march on Kildrummy, where John of Atholl and Niall Bruce had sought sanctuary for the women, has made some question whether there might have been a spy in the ranks.

In 1308 Alexander was said to have made a pact along with Neil Campbell to ‘hold together in defence of their king’, but after 1310 he went over to the English. Crucially, he returned to Robert on the night of 23 June 1314 to inform him of the demoralised state of the English camp and to tell him he could win. Alexander didn’t die at Bannockburn, but went on to serve Robert for many years and was well rewarded for his loyalty. 







Robert vs John MacDougall



As noted, we do not know the exact chronology of what happened after Methven, but it seems Robert may have been aided by the Abbot of Inchaffray and passed through St Fillan’s shrine to a place known as Dail Righ where he was ambushed by MacDougall, although it isn’t clear when this battle was fought. 

At this point in the novel, I have the abbot talk about absolution, but in reality Robert had already been absolved for the murder of John Comyn by Robert Wishart in Glasgow. Also, Christopher Seton and Christian Bruce were already married.





Prince Edward



Prince Edward was in the west at this time, raiding Bruce’s lands, soon after which he, along with Piers Gaveston and other young knights, ended up in trouble with the king for heading off on tournaments rather than focusing on the campaign against the Scots. 

Wanting to keep Humphrey de Bohun prominent in the narrative, I have him sent to meet the prince in Carrick and, from there, attempt to join up with MacDougall in Argyll. In reality, the prince went directly from Carrick to meet Aymer de Valence’s forces at Kildrummy.

It was John of Menteith who commanded the siege against Dunaverty, which fell only to reveal that Robert had fled, but, again, to keep Prince Edward and Humphrey in the story, I have them take part in the assault.

The violent argument between the prince and his father is based on the account of English chronicler Walter of Guisborough. Piers Gaveston was banished after Edward asked the king if he could grant the Gascon the county of Ponthieu. There has been much speculation, and opinions remain divided, over Prince Edward’s sexuality and whether or not he had a physical relationship with Piers Gaveston. There is, however, no doubt that their close bond, whatever it was based on, led to a disastrous division in the royal court, which began between Edward and his father, and eventually took England to the brink of civil war.





The fate of Robert’s family



Kildrummy was said to have fallen to the English by the treachery of a blacksmith. Niall Bruce was taken from here and executed in Berwick. Bishops Robert Wishart and William Lamberton were captured and imprisoned in England, but slightly earlier than portrayed. Lamberton was indeed later released to negotiate with Robert on behalf of Edward II. John of Atholl and the women, possibly attempting to escape to Orkney or Norway (where Robert’s sister was queen), were taken at Tain. 

Queen Elizabeth was placed under house arrest at Burstwick Manor, in the care of two old women who were forbidden from talking to her. She was later moved around, including to Barking Abbey in Essex. Her affair with Humphrey de Bohun (whose wife, Elizabeth, was still alive at this time) is fiction. Marjorie Bruce was initially sentenced to imprisonment in a cage in the Tower of London, but Edward relented and sent her instead to a Yorkshire nunnery. 

For her part in Robert’s coronation, Isabel Comyn was imprisoned in a cage in Berwick Castle, apparently fashioned in the shape of a crown. Some reports indicate this was open to public view, others that it was inside a tower. She was released in 1312 and sent to a nunnery and, from there, placed in the custody of Henry Beaumont. Beyond that, her fate is unclear. Mary Bruce, for reasons unknown, was also put in a cage, at Roxburgh Castle. She appears to have been released around 1310, but was kept in English custody until she was exchanged, either in 1312 or 1314. Of all the Bruce women, Christian Bruce got off lightest: sent to a nunnery in Lincolnshire. Her husband, Christopher Seton, however, was hanged and beheaded, but at Dumfries (site of the murder of John Comyn, which he’d been involved in) not Berwick as I have it in the novel. John of Atholl was hanged in London – the first earl to be executed in England for two hundred and thirty years. 

Alexander and Thomas Bruce were captured in Galloway, along with an Irish magnate and a large contingent of Irishmen, by Dungal MacDouall. The Irish magnate was beheaded by MacDouall and the brothers were executed by Edward. As noted in the previous novels, Lord Donough is fictitious as is Cormac, although it is has been suggested that Robert and Edward Bruce were possibly fostered to an Irish lord in youth, Robert owned lands in Antrim and there is mention of a foster-brother on the run with him in Carrick. Again, it is all a question of connecting the dots between what is known and what is unknown.

The survivors of Edward’s brutal punishments, including Elizabeth, Marjorie and Wishart, were exchanged for Humphrey de Bohun after the Battle of Bannockburn. But Robert’s nephew, Donald of Mar, when offered the chance to return to Scotland, did choose to remain in the court of Edward II.





MacRuaries and MacDonalds



As noted, we don’t know where Robert spent the winter of 1306, but we do know he had some help from the Isles, in the form of Angus MacDonald, Christiana and Lachlan MacRuarie. Lachlan, in particular, is a fascinating, but slippery character, who flits in and out of the records, appearing briefly on one side of the conflict before vanishing and reappearing on the other. Our information for the Western Isles at this time is patchy at best, so I’ve had to invent much of it, but still in line, where possible, with what we know. 

The role of Thomas and Alexander Bruce on Islay is fiction, as is Robert’s time on Barra, although the English accused him of being Christiana’s lover, which is entirely possible given his illegitimate children. James Stewart’s appearance on Barra and his dealings with Robert at this point are my invention, as is the capture of Henry Percy, although Robert did assault Turnberry and in Barbour’s narrative we find the fire that summoned him and his men prematurely from Arran and Aymer using one of Robert’s hounds to attempt to track him down.





David of Atholl



As with Alexander Seton, David, Earl of Atholl after his father’s execution, had a volatile relationship with Robert, switching sides several times during the conflict. He left Robert’s company sooner than I’ve portrayed – shortly after the murder of John Comyn, whose daughter he was married to. With so many characters and so much allegiance-swapping going on, I was forced to simplify his role in the novel. In reality, David fought for the English until 1312, when he came into Robert’s peace and was made Constable of Scotland. Edward Bruce then seduced his sister, Isabel of Atholl, causing David to switch back to the English. He destroyed the Scots’ supplies stored at Cambuskenneth Abbey on the eve of the Battle of Bannockburn.

The Prophecies of Merlin



I’ve written about the veracity of the prophecies, the relics, King Edward’s Round Table and his obsession with all things Arthurian in my previous author’s notes. Here, I will just say that a new prophecy of Merlin was said to be sweeping Scotland in 1307, proclaimed by ‘false preachers’ of Robert Bruce, predicting that upon the death of the ‘covetous king’ the Scots and the Welsh would band together and reclaim their lands.





Robert’s return



As mentioned, we know only scant details about Robert’s triumph at Glen Trool. Here I have Thomas Randolph taken fighting for the English and returned to Robert’s company. This did happen, but slightly later than portrayed. 

It was the Battle of Loudoun Hill that changed everything for Robert, with one English ally commenting that he never enjoyed such support among the Scots as he did after this victory against Aymer’s forces.

Robert’s campaign against the Comyns and their supporters started two months earlier than depicted. Again, as mentioned, the exact timeline of events is unknown, although Robert was said to have fallen gravely ill and had to be carried on a litter before the forces of the Black Comyn, whom he finally bested in a running battle on the road to Inverurie. The Black Comyn was aided at this time by several other Scottish barons, including David of Atholl.

We do not know whether Robert’s campaign in Argyll, which culminated in the Battle at the Pass of Brander and the fall of Dunstaffnage, occurred in 1308 or 1309, but I have tried to follow what we know of the events. The execution of Dungal MacDouall by Edward Bruce is, however, pure fiction. MacDouall’s story is far more complex – and thus emotionally unsatisfying – than I had chance to portray. After fleeing Edward Bruce’s raid on Galloway in 1308, he surrendered himself and the town of Dumfries to Robert in 1313. Robert allowed him to go free and MacDouall went to Man in his service, but switched to the English once more and was then captured again by Robert. This time, when released, he remained with the English, dying in 1327.

Edward II and Piers Gaveston 



Edward I died at Burgh by Sands in July 1307. His death was kept secret for a fortnight while his son, then in London, was informed. 

After a lacklustre attempt to hunt down Robert, the new king – to all intents and purposes – gave up his father’s war and followed his body back to Westminster. He at once had Piers returned to his side and although he was wed to Isabella of France, it was commented upon that he seemed more married to his childhood friend. 

Humphrey de Bohun and Aymer de Valence were attending the wedding in France in January 1308, but Piers was indeed made regent in Edward’s absence. He was also made Earl of Cornwall, but a few months earlier than portrayed. The coronation at Westminster is relayed much as described in the chronicles, including the collapse of a wall in the abbey. 

The chronology of events portrayed in chapters 39–43 comprises perhaps the most fictionalised section of the novel. The conflict between Edward II and the barons from 1308 to 1312, while fascinating in and of itself, is simply too drawn out to do justice to here, especially when the narrative is counting down to Bannockburn. 

Instead, I have taken several key events – Piers’s command of Perth (which occurred in 1311), Robert’s attack on Perth (which took place in January 1313), Mary’s release from English custody (which happened in either 1312 or 1314), Piers’s return from exile, his capture and subsequent execution (in 1312) – and amalgamated them into a connected sequence, the outcome of which is ultimately the same as it was in history. Robert didn’t make any such pact with Thomas of Lancaster at this time, neither did he capture Piers at Perth and deliver him to the barons. In 1321, however, Thomas was said to be negotiating with Robert against Edward II and in this correspondence was referred to as King Arthur. 

In reality, when it was discovered, in either late 1311 or early 1312, that Piers Gaveston had returned in secrecy from exile, into which he had been forced by the ordinances of the reformist Lords Ordainers, he and Edward fled to York. One chronicle states that Thomas of Lancaster, Aymer de Valence, Humphrey de Bohun, Guy de Beauchamp and the Earl of Arundel now formulated a secret plan to capture Gaveston. Lancaster was said to have openly demanded the Gascon be sent back into exile. The barons then moved north against the king and his favourite and besieged Scarborough Castle, which Piers was in command of. Piers eventually surrendered to Aymer de Valence, on the basis he would not be harmed. Valence took him to Oxfordshire, but it seems he was duped by his fellow conspirators, among them Lancaster, Warwick and Hereford, for Gaveston was wrested from him and taken to Blacklow Hill in Warwickshire, where he was executed.

The finger of blame for this act – which was actually performed by two Welsh foot soldiers – has been pointed variously at Thomas of Lancaster, Guy de Beauchamp and Aymer de Valence. After Piers’s death, England came close to civil war. It took a year before a tentative peace was made between the king and the barons involved, although, as portrayed in the novel, many of them refused to fight for him at Bannockburn, which proved Edward’s undoing. Piers Gaveston was laid to rest in King’s Langley in 1315. 





Bannockburn



As mentioned, I’ve gone with the Dryfield site for the main battle. Another point worth noting is that some historians now think the schiltrom under the command of James Douglas and Walter Stewart was invented by John Barbour in order to bolster Douglas’s reputation. Also, some believe the so-called ‘challenge of Stirling’ Edward Bruce offered to Philip Moubray was made only a matter of months before the battle itself, not a full year. Moubray was apparently offered safe passage to ride out to Edward II and inform him of the situation in Stirling and the position of the Scots in the New Park.

After the battle, Humphrey de Bohun wasn’t taken from the field, but from Bothwell Castle, where he fled with Ingram de Umfraville.





Robert’s death



After securing Scotland’s independence from England in 1328, Robert died in Cardross the following year, aged fifty-five. He was believed to have been suffering with a disease for several years prior to his death, which some chroniclers said was leprosy, although this has never been proven.

He asked for his heart to be taken to the Holy Sepulchre in Jerusalem, a crusade undertaken by James Douglas, who carried it as far as Spain, where he died in battle against the Moors. James’s body was brought back to Scotland and Robert’s heart was buried at Melrose Abbey. It is believed it lies there still. 





Robyn Young

Brighton

March 2014
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