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The Autumn 2020 edition of The Saltire contains: 

 

Editorial  
 
Upcoming events 
 
The History of the Declaration of Arbroath 

 This is a transcript of the talk that would have been given by me at the 
Arbroath Anniversary Dinner tonight - had we been able to hold the event!  
For those of you that have nothing more to cheer you up than the daily 
search for toilet paper, reading this might keep your mind off things for a 
while! 

'The Celts are Coming' 

 A flier for an event to be held in Pinjarra in May (current affairs allowing!) 
to celebrate Celtic culture. 

- - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -  
 

Editorial 
 
Two things have happened since the last edition of The Saltire was issued - The 
Society's AGM was held and the world was plunged into a pandemic.  In order of 
importance: 
 
The AGM was a somewhat tense affair!  As previously advised, a new Chieftain 
needed to be elected together with a number of new committee members, to allow 
for natural attrition.  There was great reluctance from all those attending, to put 
their hands up to be Chieftain, and the impasse was only broken when Doug 
Melville, who has already spent three years as Chieftain, volunteered to take the 
role on for a further year.  All credit to Doug, because I don't know what we would 
have done otherwise. 
 
The election of committee members was only completed with difficulty!  Again 
there was great reluctance to volunteer and we should all be extremely grateful to 
those that did - particularly those that have served the Society previously. 
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There has been much talk in recent times about the importance of maintaining our 
membership in order to continue the viability of the Society going forward, and we 
have taken some steps in the right direction, but the same is true of committee 
members.  Without a committee, we shut down and hand our assets to some other 
society to enjoy.  Membership of the St Andrew Society committee is generally not 
onerous and should be looked upon as an opportunity to give a little back to an 
organisation we all get much pleasure from. 

This year's committee is:  

Chieftain - Doug Melville 

Vice Chieftain - Reggie McNeill 

Secretary - Margaret Davies-Slate 

Treasurer - Eoin Kennedy 

Immediate Past Chieftain - Richard Paxman 

Committee member - Tom McAlister 

Committee member - Jenny McAlister 

Committee member - Sheona Cowden 

Commitee member - Mark Wimshurst 

 

A big thank-you to all of you!!!!!! 

 

Upcoming events 
 
As all of you will be aware, there is a nasty dose of the flu going around!  While we 
are not yet under house arrest, there is currently no end in sight to it all, and with 
winter on its way 'down under', things may get worse before they get better!  
 
Given that much of our demographic fall into the 'high risk' category, all Society 
business is at a halt until further notice, including our monthly committee 
meetings.  Our events calendar therefore currently looks like this: 
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The History of the Declaration of Arbroath 

 
Today is April 6th 2020.  As I sit here and write this, it is shaping up to be a 
fairly unremarkable day, but it is the 700th anniversary of a very remarkable 
day in Scottish history, or more particularly, of a remarkable event - the 
signing of the Declaration of Arbroath. 
  
On April 6th 1320, the majority of the great lords in Scotland, both lords 
secular and lords spiritual, got together at Arbroath Abbey and signed a letter 
to the Pope declaring that Scotland was an independent nation.  To understand 
the significance of and necessity for this letter, we need to go further back in 
history, to 18th of March 1286. 
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Before I go into the significance of that date in 1286, let me set the scene a 
bit.  The King of Scots at the time was Alexander III.  Born in 1241, he was 44 
years old and after a difficult start (he became king when he was 2 months shy 
of his 8th birthday), his reign had been a success, indeed the mid 13th century 
is seen as something of a 'golden age' in Scottish history. 
  
His greatest challenge had been foreign affairs - the threat coming, not as you 
might assume, from England, but from Norway.  The Norse in those days 
ruled the Shetland and Orkney islands as well as most of the western isles of 
Scotland, Kintyre, the Isle of Man and much of Ireland!  Control of the 
Western Isles had been formally ceded by Edgar, King of Scots, to King 
Magnus III of Norway in 1098, following which, the Scots spent 150 years 
trying to get them back again!  This was finally achieved by Alexander III in 
1266, following the defeat of King Haakon IV's invasion at Largs in Ayrshire.  
  
Relations with England in the mid 13th century were generally good.  King 
Alexander had married  Princess Margaret of England, daughter of 
King Henry III in 1251.  By 1286, Henry was dead and Margaret's brother and 
therefore Alexander's brother-in-law, had been crowned Edward I, King of 
England - Scotland's future nemesis. 
  
King Alexander and Margaret of England had 3 children: Margaret, Alexander 
and David, but such was the fickle nature of medieval life that Alexander was 
to lose his entire family within a period of 9 years.  Queen Margaret died in 
1275, followed by Prince David in 1281, Princess Margaret in 1283 and 
finally his 20 year old heir Alexander in 1284.  From a succession point of 
view, the only good news was that his daughter Margaret had married Eric II, 
King of Norway and they had produced a daughter Margaret, known to history 
as the Maid of Norway - about whom we will hear more shortly. 
  
On 1 November 1285, King Alexander married again, to Yolande de Dreaux, 
Countess de Monfort.  There was much rejoicing in Scotland, with a young 
(22 year old) wife, there would surely be a young male heir to the throne 
shortly!  
  
The 18th of March 1286 started off much like any other day.  The king had 
spent the day in Edinburgh doing king stuff, which had dragged on into the 
evening, meanwhile his wife was at Kinghorn - which for those that don't 
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know their Scottish geography, is in Fife, on the opposite shore of the Firth of 
Forth.  
  
Affairs at Edinburgh Castle having concluded, the king announced he was off 
home to see his wife!  With darkness falling and a storm brewing, the royal 
advisers tried to talk the king out of the idea, but without success.  Alexander 
set off on horseback with a small escort, crossing the Forth at Queensferry and 
then riding east along the Fife coast.  At some stage Alexander got separated 
from the others and went missing.  The next morning he was found on the 
beach, a short distance west of Kinghorn, his neck broken.  It is assumed that 
his horse had stumbled and thrown him. 
  
To heap tragedy on tragedy, it turned out that Queen Yolande was pregnant 
when Alexander died, but the child was still-born. 

So on the morning of 19 March 1286, Scotland had no king and the heir 
presumptive to the throne was the 3 year old Maid of Norway.  Owing to her 
age and the fact that the Scottish nobles had already started fighting one 
another over the succession after Margaret, it was decided that she should stay 
in Norway for the time being.  
  
Edward I of England now started to take an interest in the situation, seeing 
possibilities for himself.  As Margaret's grand-uncle, he brokered the Treaty of 
Salisbury, one of the terms of which was that Margaret would marry his son 
and heir, Edward Prince of Wales (the future Edward II), which would have 
united the thrones of England and Scotland three centuries earlier than it 
actually occurred.  History would have been very different had that happened, 
but it didn't.  In 1290, the Maid of Norway embarked on a ship in Bergan and 
set sail for Scotland, she became ill during the crossing and the ship put into 
the Orkney islands, still Norwegian territory back then, where she died on the 
26th September, aged only 7. 
  
The death of the Maid of Norway caused a succession crisis, known as 'The 
Great Cause'.  It is an interesting genealogical puzzle to study, about which 
much can be written, but I will try and keep it short here!  There were 12 
claimants to the throne of Scotland, who became known as the Competitors.  
Eleven of them were descended through female lines.  Seven of them, 
including the one direct male line, were illegitimate lines of descent.  While 
many of the competitors could be quickly ruled out, the problem remained 
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complex and difficult to resolve in the Scottish parliament where people 
would inevitably put their own vested interested ahead of what was 'right or 
wrong!'  What was needed was an arbiter, someone who could make an 
unbiased ruling on the matter.  Bishop William Fraser of St. Andrews, worried 
about the growing possibility of civil war, made a fateful decision and wrote 
to Edward I of England, asking him to arbitrate between the competing 
claimants. 
  
Of the 12 Competitors, there were clearly two that had stronger claims than 
the rest.  These were John Balliol, Lord of Galloway and Robert Bruce (no, 
not that one, his grandfather!), Lord of Annandale.  Both these men were 
descended from David Earl of Huntingdon, younger brother of Malcolm IV 
and William I, both Kings of Scots, and all grandsons of David I, King of 
Scots.  
  
David Earl of Huntingdon had three daughters.  The eldest, Margaret, was the 
grandmother of John Balliol, the 2nd daughter, Isabel, was the mother of 
Robert Bruce.  Normally eldest wins in this situation, but it was made more 
complicated by the fact that the line from Margaret to John Balliol passed 
through a 2nd female, Balliol's mother, Devorguilla of Galloway, which Bruce 
maintained, weakened his claim. 
  
Edward Plantagenet sat down with 104 'auditors', 24 chosen by himself and 40 
each by Balliol and Bruce.  On the 17th November 1292, in the Great Hall of 
Berwick castle, Edward delivered the judgement of the jurors, in favour of 
John Balliol.  The decision has been repeatedly analysed ever since.  Despite 
the apparent democracy involved, the decision of course was entirely 
Edward's.  It is generally considered that the Bruce claim was the more 
legitimate and that Edward chose Balliol because he believed he had a far 
better chance of controlling him. 
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John Balliol (his seal shown above) was crowned King of Scots 17 November 
1292.  Things didn't go well!  Edward treated Scotland as a feudal vassal state and 
repeatedly humiliated the new king.  He demanded homage be paid towards 
himself; insisted he had legal authority over the Scottish King in any disputes 
brought against him by his own subjects and demanded military support and a 
contribution towards the costs of his war against France. 
 
 
The Scots soon became tired of their humiliated and deeply compromised new king 
and control of national affairs was taken out of his hands and given to a Council of 
Twelve in July 1295.  The Council went on to conclude a treaty of mutual 
assistance with France - known in later years as the Auld Alliance.  King Edward, 
infuriated at this, invaded Scotland in 1296, beginning the Wars of Scottish 
Independence, which were to last for the next 60 years. 
  
 

 
 

The siege of Stirling Castle by Edward I's army in 1304.  He employed the largest 
trebuchet ever built (shown in this reconstruction, on the edge of the tent encampment), 
which he named 'Warwolf'!  He had it specially built, and wouldn't accept the surrender 

of the garrison until he had had the opportunity to try it out! 
 
 
The story of the first phase of the Wars of Scottish Independence is an interesting 
one, from Edward's invasion in 1296 to the famous Scottish victory at the Battle of 
Bannockburn in 1314, but is not for telling in full here.  That period of 18 years 
saw a series of invasions by vast English armies, with desperate attempts to stop 
them by the Scots, who, unable match the English in either numbers or weaponry, 
were forced to destroy their own lands in front of the invaders, to deny them the 
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ability to feed themselves, their horses or the oxen that pulled the trains of siege 
equipment.  It saw the rise (and often death) of a series of great patriots, chief 
amongst whom was William Wallace, who learned to use alternative tactics to 
counter the English numerical advantage.  It saw difficult decisions made by the 
great ruling families, most of whom had Norman or Flemish origins and assets in 
England as well as Scotland, and who had to decide which side they were on.  
Those (such as the Comyns) that made the wrong decision, disappeared from the 
pages of history, while those that made the right choice, such as the Bruces and 
Stewarts, ruled Scotland (and later, ironically, England as well) for the next 400 
years.  It saw Robert Bruce take the Scottish crown for himself, following the death 
(almost certainly at his hands) of John Comyn, the only other surviving claimant to 
the throne, in 1306.  It saw the death in 1307 of Edward Plantagenet 'Hammer of 
the Scots' and the accession of his weaker and less effective son, Edward II and 
ultimately of course, it saw the total defeat of Edward II's army at the pivotal Battle 
of Bannockburn. 

 
The years following Bannockburn gave the Scots time to rebuild.  Crops were 
planted and harvested, trade resumed and rebuilding of the country's shattered 
infrastructure began, however Edward II refused to renounce his claim to the 
overlordship of Scotland and King Robert knew that if that renunciation was made 
now, while the Scots had the upper hand, it might never be.  
  
So while peace descended on Scotland, warfare continued elsewhere, south of the 
English border and in Ireland, where attempts were made to expel the English from 
Ulster.  In 1317 Pope John XXII demanded a truce in the fighting between Scotland 
and England, which Bruce took no notice of and in consequently was 
excommunicated in 1320 (he had previously been excommunicated in 1305 
following the murder of John Comyn, that excommunication having been lifted in 
1308).  Excommunication was a serious matter in the Middle Ages, for a whole raft 
of reasons, but it was particularly serious to have the Pope 'offside' in this instance 
because, he was the only (earthly) higher authority higher than kings!    
  
The Scot's response was to write a letter to Pope John XXII to plead their case.  
Written in 1320 at Arbroath Abbey, almost certainly by Bernard of Kilwinning, 
then Chancellor of Scotland and Abbot of Arbroath, the letter declared that Robert 
Bruce was their rightful monarch and asserted Scotland's status as an independent 
kingdom. 
  
The text makes claims about the ancient history of Scotland and especially 
the 'Scoti', the forbears of the Scots, whom the Declaration claims originated 
in Scythia Major (central Asia) and migrated via Spain to Britain, dating their 
migration to 1,200 years from the Israelite people's crossing of the Red Sea. 
 The Declaration describes how the Scots had thrown out the Britons and 
completely destroyed the Picts; resisted the invasions of the Norse, the Danes and 
the English, and held itself ever since, free from all slavery.  It went on to say that 
in the Kingdom of Scotland, one hundred and thirteen kings had reigned, without 
interruption by foreigners. 
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The Declaration made a number of other points - that Edward I of England had 
unjustly attacked Scotland and perpetrated atrocities; that Robert the Bruce had 
delivered the Scottish nation from this peril; and, most controversially, that the 
independence of Scotland was the prerogative of the Scottish people, rather than 
the King of Scots. 
  
Unfortunately for those that like to think that this was the first example of 
egalitarianism in the western world, in the context of the time - ‘Scottish People’ 
refers to the Scottish nobility, rather than commoners!  It also stated that the 
nobility would choose someone else to be king if Bruce proved to be unfit in 
maintaining Scotland's independence - an impressive notion for the time. 
  
There are 39 names including 8 earls and 31 barons on the Declaration.  Only 19 
seals remain at the bottom, and of those only 12 are named within the document - 
in other words some attached their seals but couldn't write their names!  Two 
copies were made of the original before it was sent to the Pope.  One was sent to 
the King of England, and the other was kept in Scotland.  Only the Scottish copy 
survives, in the  National Archives of Scotland in Edinburgh. 
  
In 1324, the Pope recognised Robert I as king of an independent Scotland and lifted 
the excommunication.  In 1326, the Franco-Scottish alliance was renewed at 
the Treaty of Corbeil.  In 1327, the English deposed Edward II in favour of his 
son, Edward III, and peace was concluded between Scotland and England with 
the Treaty of Northampton in 1328, in which Edward III renounced all claims to 
sovereignty over Scotland. 
  
It would be nice to be able to say that they all lived happily ever after, but of course 
they didn't!  King Robert Bruce, perhaps worn down by years of campaigning (and 
possibly suffering from leprosy), died the following year leaving the throne to his 5 
year old son David.  Three years later, in 1332, the Wars of Independence resumed, 
initially by proxy!  King Edward III was not directly involved, initially anyway, but 
he backed those that had opposed Bruce and been forced into exile in England.  
Known to history as the Dispossessed, and including King John Balliol's son 
Edward, they set about trying to recover what they had lost.  But that's all a story 
for another day! 
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