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Landscapes and the

Battle of Stirling Bridge

John G Harrison

introduction

Accounts of the Battle of Stirling Bridge (11 September
1297) draw heavily on that of Guisborough, the only detailed
near-contemporary account.! Some also use ‘tradition’ or
later medieval accounts (including Langtoft, Cotton and
Lanercost). All sources are summarised in the Canmore and
Inventory of Battlefields websites.? However, the later ones
are not considered here as they add little to the objective,
namely a search for evidence independent of Guisborough.
Such independent evidence allows Guisborough's account
to be tested and suggests new scenarios, clearer reasons for
the Scots victory. Time, tide, topography, distance and river-
flows make some of the scenarios evoked in the literature
improbable. That said, the case for a battle close to the
northern end of the then-existing bridge, here called the
Ancient Bridge, is further strengthened by the landscape
evidence. This paper concentrates on the landscapes and their
impact on the battle; it will emphasise a previously-unnoticed
ditch, defining the western limits of the conflict. The extensive
secondary literature published over the last 250 years is cited
only selectively.

The Battle

According to Guisborough, the English army arrived in Stirling
in early September 1297, tasked with putting down Scots
resistance to English occupation. A Scots army under William
Wallace gathered on the opposite (northern) side of the River
Forth. Discussions failed to avert conflict. Sir Richard Lundie
(a Scot who had switched sides to the English earlier in the
summer) expressed fears that an attack across the narrow
bridge would be disastrous and offered to lead English troops
across a nearby ford, as a second line of attack on the Scots.
This proposal was rejected. On 11 September the English
began, slowly, to cross the bridge. When they judged it
prudent, the Scots ‘came down'’ from higher ground and the
English were defeated, with the narrow bridge and encircling
river impeding their escape.

This may have been a famine year, perhaps associated with
bad weather.? Correction from Julian to Gregorian dating
means that it was ‘really’ 18 September, with an increased
chance (a) that the harvest had been cleared from the fields
and (b) that weather would be a little colder and wetter, with
higher river flows; it was not summer! Sunrise was at 05.53.
There were high tides at Stirling Bridge at 04.21 and 16.50; at
about 3.4m and 3.3m they were quite high, so currents would
be strong.* Guisborough says that an English advance begun
at first light would not have been complete at ‘the eleventh

Fig.1: Siting of the bridge (at Kildean) and battle (at Cornton)
reflects mid- nineteenth century ideas; note relict medieval
fields. 1% Edition Ordnance Survey. Courtesy of the National
Library of Scotland.

hour’, hinting that the advance began near high tide. On any
realistic assumption, the crisis took place around low tide.

Nimmo?® seems to provide the origin of the ‘traditions’ that
the Scots were based on the 110m high Abbey Craig and that
the bridge was not at the present site but at Kildean, further
upstream, with the battle about Cornton. These ideas are all
reflected on the 1% Edition OS map (Fig.1) though there is
no evidence for them. The late twentieth century discovery
of piers of a bridge, probably that of 1297, just upstream
from the present Old Bridge® has contributed to the final
abandonment of the Kildean Bridge/Cornton battle-site idea
in favour of Bridgehaugh, at the northern end of the present
0Old Bridge (Fig.2). The Abbey Craig-base idea, which surely
influenced the siting of the National Wallace Monument there
in the mid nineteenth century and is still widely accepted, will
be interrogated below.

Canmore and the Inventory of Battle Sites websites both
present accumulations of evidence, though they contradict
each other in a few details and the Inventory is obviously
wrong to claim that the Forth is here non-tidal. Other accounts,
historical and modern, have elaborated on the narrative,
sometimes fancifully. Blind Harry’s fifteenth century ‘Wallace’,
for example, is of little value for explaining the landscape of
1297 but has influenced many later imaginings. For most
writers, the only recognisable features of the potential battle
area are the river and bridge and a causeway (documented
€.1220 x 1226) leading north from the bridge towards higher
ground. Various suggestions are made for the location of
Lundie’s ford. Otherwise, the battle area is usually assumed
to be flat and featureless, with opinions varying on whether
marshiness or a documented peat bog might have impacted

26

SCOTTISH LOCAL HISTORY



TV

J—

River Forth

Kildean Ford

Craigforth

Key

o3 Municipal Boundary

[ Historic Lands

Lands of Spital

e

] Contours - 20m intervals

=== Ancient Bridge
@® Significant Place

Blackfriars

Powis
Craigmiln
Queenshaugh
Grange
Abbey Lands
Cambuskennet!
Abbey
©
0 05 1km

Fig.2: Stirling area in 1297, with major territorial units: lands of Spittal shaded; selected fords shown. Map prepared by Stephen Digney.

on events. Each of these features is considered below.

Much of the area is now covered with housing; it is traversed
by two railway lines and the Causewayhead Road, successor
to the original causeway. To the south east there is a rugby
ground and allotments at Bridgehaugh. Only to the north,
towards Bridge of Allan, are open fields found. Archaeological
investigation of the rugby ground area found no diagnostic
evidence for the battle’ and no other physical evidence apart
from the bridge has been previously reported (Fig.2).

This paper questions several aspects of Guisborough’s tale and
of the later accretions. A Scots camp or command post on
the Abbey Craig seems improbable. Almost every aspect of
the ‘fords’ story is questionable. The battle area was certainly
arable (probably intermixed with pasture); the peat bog,
mentioned in the agreement of the 1220s, was well to the
north of any likely battle site. The causeway (a made, raised
road surface) is not evidence of marshiness. Most strikingly,
the area of the fight was limited by a hitherto-unnoticed ditch
to the west. English failure to secure the narrow gap between
this ditch and the river suggests they did not expect to be
attacked. Arguably this was their greatest mistake.

Economic and Climatic Background

Scotland, like much of western Europe, experienced an
extended period of benign weather and consequent economic
and demographic expansion between about 950AD and
1250AD.2 This is brilliantly illuminated for the local area by

an agreement dating to the second quarter of the twelfth
century allocating church revenues in the event of productive
land being increased by grubbing out woods or breaking up
land not previously cultivated; or if population increased;
or if new settlements were created.® Local expansion is also
evidenced by a number of 'Gart’ place-names (sites such
as Gartmorn, Gartincaber and Gartclush) that are scattered
across Clackmannanshire, Menteith and the Stirling area and
associated with woodland clearance and creation of new
settlements.’® The establishment of new parish churches,
of major monastic institutions, and of a royal court with
appropriate residences, are also symptomatic of economic
expansion. But climatic decline from about 1250 and the
outbreak of warfare (intermittent from 1296) cannot have
helped. The Black Death struck in the late 1340s, a devastating
curtailment of expansion. This trajectory means that sites only
documented in (say) the later fourteenth century are likely to
predate the earlier battle; a few of these are mentioned below.

Stirling Area Landscapes,
Tidal Levels and Flooding

Work on the Battle of Bannockburn used scientific as well
as documentary evidence to describe the wider Stirling area
of 1314 as well-settled, with extensive arable. There is some
evidence of new land forming near Bolfornought (where the
Bannock Burn enters the Forth) around the late medieval
period, but even the lowest levels of the carse — the flat lands
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beside the Forth — were formed in pre-history.'’ So, the major
outline of the battle area, as defined by the meanders of the
river, has not changed for millennia. Raised peat bogs on the
carse, though extensive, were discontinuous and interspersed
with arable or meadows.'? Extensive evidence supports
Sibbald’s 1706 claim that the carselands had been farmed
since time immemorial. Above the carse but below the muir,
the ‘dryfield’ areas were also farmed and settled, albeit arable
was often interspersed with areas of broom and gorse, with
boggy ground and rocks.'

There is evidence for medieval tidal levels being higher than
those of today. However, ‘Tides, even exceptional ones, would
not [in 1314] have reached even the lowest and youngest
Carse surface at around 7m OD’ [Ordnance Datum].'* The
lowest surfaces in the Stirling Bridge area are somewhat lower,
with 5m contours at Bridgehaugh and nearby Queenshaugh.
But the river is incised quite deeply into the surface, the banks
are steep, and there is no evidence of widespread change
of course. The adjacent ‘loop of the Forth’ at Queenshaugh
(Fig.2) has been protected by a turf and earth dyke or sea
wall, of unknown date and now largely redundant, as the land
(now pasture) seldom floods extensively. The earliest evidence
for such walls on the Forth is for the early seventeenth
century, near Clackmannan.'® Sea walls were certainly known
in medieval Europe.’® The technology for turf walls is very
simple and whilst empirical evidence would be required to
prove the case, sea defences around Bridgehaugh in 1297 are
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Fig.3: Landscapes of the battle area, Spittal, Causeway and Western Ditch. Map prepared by Stephen Digney.

‘Westem Ditch

not impossible to imagine. Modern research found a flooding
risk in the Bridgehaugh area, but events were rare (three in a
century) and driven by high river flows — even if exacerbated
by high tides.”” The chances of flooding ‘on the day’ are
vanishingly small.

The Territorial Units and Properties

From the north end of the bridge, northward to modern
Bridge of Allan the terrain is fairly level carseland, bounded
by the Rivers Forth and Allan, by the rocky Abbey Craig
and the more rolling lands of Spittal Hill and the dryfield of
Airthrey. This block of carseland included all of the properties
of Chirmerlands and Cornton and parts of two others, Spittal
and Airthrey (Fig.2). Carse soil is clay, rigidly hard when dry
but tenacious and heavy when wet. Unfortunately, we have
no hint of the weather at the time of the battle.

Chirmerlands was a smallish property in the angle between
the northern end of the causeway and the river; it was an
economic unit by 1359 so can be assumed to have been
farmed in 1297.'8 Cornton (a name clearly indicative of arable)
is documented from the 1220s when an important agreement
shows it paying teinds on its grain produce and having use of
a mill (probably shared with Airthrey and on the River Allan,
to the north).' Cornton had been allocated to Queen Yolande
before 1290. The arable, meadow and ditches of Cornton are
frequently mentioned in later records.?® Relic medieval field
boundaries were mapped at Cornton for the 1 Edition OS

T~.._ ! Craigmiin

®
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map (Fig.1); indeed, some fragments survive, even today.

The Airthrey estate (with its core on the higher ground to
the east) included the northern part of the carseland block,
which included a peat bog with a ditch on its southern side on
the boundaries with Cornton and Spittal (so north of Burgh
Grieve's Flat on Figure 3).2! This bog might have impinged on
a battle near Cornton, the area favoured in the nineteenth
century but is well to the north of the site now accepted.

Spittal (Shaded on Figs 2 & 3) was a mix of carseland and
dryfield. Anomalously, it was legally part of the burgh of
Stirling, so its boundaries were marked on the 1% Edition OS
map. Much of it lay alongside the Causeway, with land at the
north end of the bridge (now known as Bridgehaugh) but
also including areas south of the river, with part of them still
known as Spittalmyre today. Spittal also included some of the
higher ground, north of Causewayhead and west of Abbey
Craig. A 'hospital’, documented in the 1220s, on Spittal Hill,
gave Spittal its name. Spittal also paid grain teinds; it would
have been served by the Bridge Mill, near the south end of
the bridge. A field called Burgrevis Flat [Burgh Grieve's Flat]
was adjacent to the ditch, opposite the Airthrey peat bog,
the name indicating that it belonged to the burgh, so part
of Spittal. The land north of the modern Wallace High School
fits this description precisely. Another ditch, also mentioned, is
apparently on the higher ground of Airthrey (Fig.3).?

Scots Base

There is no evidence for Nimmo’s suggestion of a Scots
base being on the Abbey Craig, although it is still widely
assumed that the Scots had a base or an observation post
here. Guisborough says that the Scots ‘came down’ [to
fight] from high ground or from a mountain said to be near
Cambuskenneth; elsewhere he mentions ‘another part’ of the
mountain. There is, of course, no ‘mountain’ in the area. The
110m rocky mass of the Abbey Craig is a 1km long ‘Crag and
tail’, similar to others in the area (Figs 3 & 4). A sheer cliff
falls to the south (the side towards Stirling and the bridge).
It is clearly unsuitable for arable; pasture or wood-pasture
would be a rational use in 1297. It was impossible to move
large numbers of men onto and off the top at speed, or for
those on the top to communicate with those at the base. The
only possible source of water (essential for men and horses)
is at Craigmiln, at the extreme eastern end of the ‘tail’, over

Fig.4: Abbey Craig from south. Access, communications and lack
of water supply all militate against its traditional importance.
Photograph by JG Harrison.

a kilometre from Causewayhead and 2.5km from the bridge.
The Inventory, somewhat ambiguously, suggests that the
Scots might have been at the base, rather than on the summit
of the Craig, an idea that disregards Guisborough’s claim that
the Scots ‘came down’ from higher ground and also the need
for a vantage point.

Fergusson is surely right to suggest that the difficulties of access
make the summit site an ‘impossible’ option.?? He suggests
that the dryfield land of Spittal, to the north, was a better
alternative. Here, gently rolling terrain is accessible. Views to
the bridge would be comparable with those from the Abbey
Craig, whilst communications between viewpoint and carse
would be easy. There was plenty of water and good access
to routes north and east, for dispersal in case of emergency.
There was a steep but traversable slope from heights to carse,
down which the Scots could advance at speed on a wide front.

Fords

A leading English knight who fought that day, Sir Marmaduke
de Tweng, thought that flight across the river in wake of
the rout was tantamount to suicide. It seemed remarkable
that a few of the English army escaped by swimming whilst
one crossed the water on an armed horse, with difficulty.
Buchanan, who knew the area well in the sixteenth century,
says the river is ‘almost nowhere fordable’.?* The dominant
story, then, is one of difficulty in crossing the river except by
a bridge.

However, according to Guisborough, Sir Richard Lundie
had said that the dangers of an advance across the narrow,
wooden bridge could be obviated if he led a relief force of foot
and cavalry across a local ford where (he claimed) 40 or even
60 horses could cross at once. Most modern accounts of the
battle agree with Guisborough that rejection of this plan was
the prime cause of the English defeat. However, it was rational
to be sceptical of Lundie, a Scot who had changed sides quite
recently.?> Separation of this substantial force would inevitably
reduce the strength of the main army.? In addition, there are
other issues. The force could proceed only at the speed of the
slowest foot-soldier. The potential ‘fords’ all involved journeys
of two (or more) legs, each of several kilometres. The Scots
would seek to impede passage at the fords. The troops would
be out of touch with base throughout. If they arrived too
soon they were vulnerable to the Scots, if too late they were
a wasted resource.

None of the so-called ‘fords’ on the river were regular
crossings. There are perhaps six sites on the tidal river below
the bridge?’and another above (at Kildean). There is one at
the upper tidal limit (at Craigforth) and a similar site above
the tidal limit (NS 7739 9585). These all occur where the bed
of the river is crossed by geological dykes so all are rocky but
uneven, with shallows and sudden declivities. Several modern
writers express trenchant views on which ford might have
been intended but the only documentary hint is Lundie’s vague
statement that it was 'non longeabhinc’ (not far from here).

Sites on the tidal river can only have been passable at low
tide and with low summer flows. The lowest option was
at Manor, very improbably proposed by Dalrymple.® A
single, documented crossing and some archaeological
evidence suggest some slight traffic at Abbey Ford, near
Cambuskenneth Abbey (Fig.2).?° There might even have been
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some infrastructure to assist, whilst planned crossings could
be coordinated with low tides and low summer flows (not an
option in the crisis conditions of 1297). The Inventory of Battle
Sites suggests a ford from Riverside to Cambuskenneth (NS
8014 9408) though there is, in fact, a deep, muddy bottom
and no ford here. Canmore plumps for Kildean (Fig.5), citing
Cook, who claimed a tradition of a paved surface here.®®
However, this paving had vanished by the time of Cook’s own
visit when (during exceptionally dry summer weather) he was
only able to get part way across, not an encouraging augury
for an army in September.

Fig.5: Kildean Ford from west. Tides, high river flows and a long
journey all argue against its being a viable route. Photograph
by JG Harrison.

Options further upstream include Craigforth fords (at the
upper tidal limit) and Drip Ford, for which the exact location
is uncertain; the two might sometimes be confused.?' Claims
for a Roman ford at Craigforth are not well-supported.® A
‘ford called Drip, near Craigforth’ was said to have a firm solid
bottom and, during the summer, little above 2 feet [0.6m] of
water in the early nineteenth century.?

Drip Ford is favoured by Barrow and Broun.?* It was watched
as a security risk in the early fourteenth century, marked on the
Gough map of c.1360 and mentioned by Hardyng in the early
fifteenth century.®® In September 1594 the Earl of Bothwell
was reported to have crossed it with 60 horsemen at a time
when Stirling Bridge was, effectively, barred to him.** However,
any ford near the present Drip Bridge — for which there is no
direct evidence — would have involved a journey of about 8km
and required fording the Rivers Teith and Allan as well as the
Forth, before contacting the Scots about Causewayhead.

Craigforth might be ‘the best bet’ for Lundie’s ford, but even
above the tidal limit wading through 0.6m of fast-flowing
water, with many deeper declivities and whilst under fire from
Scots archers, would not be easy. Given the timings (above) the
attempt is likely to have been near low tide when, according
to local fishermen, flows here are highest. Modern fishermen
rarely if ever cross here; it would require great care, within
narrow bounds and be practical only at low water in summer;
it is ‘very unlikely to have been possible’ in September, say
my informants. The party would then also have to ford the
River Allan (probably at Netherton) and negotiate the Western
Ditch, discussed below (Fig.2). The total journey from bridge
to Causewayhead was around 6km.

Uncertainties about Lundie’s loyalties and the impact of
dividing the main army, added to these grave doubts about the
practical execution of the move, make rejection of his proposal

look much more rational. The fords make a good story about a
bad idea, throwing doubts on other aspects of Guisborough’s
analysis — doubts which will be discussed below.

Causeway and Bridge

The bridge is depicted schematically on both Matthew Paris's
map of Britain (c.1250) and on the Stirling burgh seal of 1296.
Remains of the bridge of 1297 (the Ancient Bridge) were
confirmed by archaeological search a little upstream from the
surviving Old Bridge (Ronald Page, in Scottish Archaeological
Journal, 2001). The evidence is reviewed by Canmore and the
‘new’ site is now widely accepted. The Ancient Bridge was
significantly longer than the surviving Old Bridge and was
indeed narrow, so that any crossing was necessarily slow.

The Causeway is documented during the period 1221 x
1226 and it traversed carseland from its foot at the bridge
to its head near Spittal (modern Causewayhead) (Fig.3). It is
sometimes cited as evidence for soft, boggy ground. However,
this was a major route for the town’s trade, channelling people
into town from Clackmannanshire, the Ochils, Perthshire and
the north. Causeying [creating a firm surface, probably with
stones overlying sand] was a significant cost,”” but a made
road of this kind would keep travellers out of the fields (which
raised revenues for the town) and raise the surface above the
surroundings, providing drainage in this flat location. This
would reduce the tendency for traffic to cut down into the
clay beneath. Even in the seventeenth century, local roads
avoided the carse where possible, taking the slightly higher
ground round the margins.® The existence of a causeway is
not evidence for the surroundings being boggy but for the
road being busy and level and traversing an important area of
arable land.

The Battlefield Features and the
Evolution of the Battle

The evidence is against Canmore’s claim that the fight took
place ‘in marshy and restricted terrain where cavalry could not
be properly deployed'. All the territorial units on the carse were
primarily arable and Barrow?® recognised that this (and indeed
the area-name Cornton) meant the ground might have been
heavy but cannot have been predominantly marshy. The peat
bog, as already noted, was north of the battle area, bounded
by the Western Ditch. In addition to the documented grain-
growing of the 1220s, medieval-style rigs are mapped at
Bridgehaugh and Cornton (Fig.1).4° Traversing such rigs would

Fig.6: The hedge follows the northern section of Western Ditch:
view looking south. Photograph by JG Harrison.
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not present major difficulties for either cavalry or infantry.

The most significant feature of the carseland was a ditch
running southward on the western boundary of Spittal. This is
clearly the ditch mentioned in the 1220s, when it divided the
peat bog from Burgrevis Flat — that is, Airthrey and Cornton
from Spittal. Its northern section survives today, running from
a small wet wood at the north end of Burgh Grieve's Flat, west
and then south almost to Easter Cornton Road (Fig.3, Fig.6).
Further south, the ditch has now vanished under modern
houses and has been cut by the railway. However, aerial
photos from 1945 (available on Google Earth) clearly show it
continuing southward, west of Causewayhead Road, whilst
large-scale OS maps down to the mid twentieth century show
it continuing south to the point where the Spittal boundary
reaches the river, albeit with water-flow that was by then
intermittent, perhaps due to diversion of water into more
modern drains.

TR E

Fig.7: The bottom of the Western Ditch is some 1.5m below the
rucksack shown in this view. Photograph by JG Harrison.

The southern part of the surviving section (in the grounds
of modern Wallace High School) is around 1.5m deep and
2.5m wide — therefore a significant barrier (Fig.7). Around
the middle of Causewayhead Road the ditch lay only 160m
from the riverbank (Fig.3), forming a pinch-point. Since the
ditch could not be readily crossed, anyone moving north or
south in this area had to pass through this narrow gap. As
English troops spilled out from the bridge onto the adjacent
flat land, they would have been well-advised to seize control
of this gap. A modest force of archers and cavalry could, at the
least, have delayed any Scots advancing from Causewayhead.
If, however, the Scots on the high ground saw that no such
measures had been taken, then it was apparent that the
English did not expect an attack. They were vulnerable.

From the rising ground of Spittal the Scots could watch
English preparations whilst scouts might report on detail such
as progress in crossing the bridge. A decision to advance could
be communicated easily, indeed almost instantaneously, to
nearby troops on the high ground of Spittal. This army could
pour down onto the carse, heading south. Unlike the English
on the narrow bridge, they could advance on a broad front
through the fields, confined by the ditch but not limited to
the causeway. If English observers on higher ground south of
the bridge (such as the Gowane Hills, below the castle) now
saw the danger, it was too late to warn their colleagues who

had crossed the river and who, from a low perspective on flat
ground, could have been unaware of what was happening for
some time (Fig.3).

It would take the Scots perhaps 10-15 minutes to reach the

gap, great numbers arriving in quick succession. Long before
that, the option of organising an effective English defence had
passed. So, the Scots would sweep, unimpeded, past the gap
and spill out onto the main battle ground around Bridgehaugh,
into a scene of understandable panic. That Scots spearmen
were then able to block English access to the bridge serves
further to underwrite the English unpreparedness. Mounted
English knights could be pursued and picked off by teams of
Scots archers. Flight westward, across the western ditch, was
difficult but not impossible, though fugitives would still have
had the problem of surviving in hostile terrain patrolled by
triumphant Scots.

Discussion

Objection might be made that ditches are not permanent,
unchanging features of the landscape and that the modern,
mapped ditch may not have been there in 1297. However,
a ditch was documented on the boundary of Spittal in the
1220s and the mapped ditch follows the boundary between
Spittal and Cornton, corresponding to the ancient boundary
of the burgh. In such circumstances, an enduring ditch looks
much more probable than one which appears and vanishes
only to return on an ancient line.

Guisborough’s accounts of other battles have been
questioned.*! If, as suggested here, there were good reasons
for scepticism about Lundie and that his fords idea was, at
best, problematic, Guisborough’s account needs to be probed.
He allots over a third of his 1500 words to lauding the exploits
of Sir Marmaduke Tweng, who had close contacts with his
own institution and was, surely, his major source. At least
Tweng was there. Presumably Guisborough echoes his views
in deriding Cressingham as fat and over cautious financially
(he was, after all, the Treasurer!) and in mocking de Warrene
for sleeping in, for failing to take Lundie’s ‘good’ advice, for
fleeing in the wake of the battle. Most importantly, perhaps,
Warrene left Tweng in local control after his flight but then
failed to send promised support. This account, surely, is
influenced by Tweng's personal resentments and his yearning
for glory. Tweng had crossed the bridge with the others; did
he only see the danger with hindsight? On the other hand,
had the English vanguard (probably including Tweng) seized
control of the pinch-point beside the Causeway, they might
well have saved the day.

Historians have seized on Guisborough’s story about the fords
as providing a simple and easy explanation of the English
defeat, but for this reasoning to be convincing Lundie needs
to be accepted as fully-trustworthy and the scheme as highly
realistic. Neither condition is fulfilled.

Stirling Bridge is notable as an early example of the defeat
of cavalry by infantry (to be followed by Bannockburn and
others). But Prestwich*? thinks the Scots tactics ‘did not provide
a precedent for these later battles’ where, in most cases, the
infantry established a strong position using ditches or pits for
defence against cavalry attack. This view should, perhaps, be
revised. The western ditch protected the Scots right. It also
offered both an opportunity and a challenge to the English
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