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Many people speak of victory at the Battle of Bannockburn as the moment Scotland won her 
independence from England during the first War of Scottish Independence, however, 
Scotland was not recognised as an independent country for another fourteen years. The 
battle had been a luminous victory, but the English king was no closer in recognising 

Scotland as an independent kingdom, with Robert the Bruce as her king. The English were 
driven back south of the border and the Scots continued to wage bloody warfare on the 
north of England.  

Son of the great warrior King, Edward ‘Longshanks’ or Hammer of the Scots, Edward II was 
far from the military tactician his father was. He has been portrayed time and time again as 
a coward who failed to live up to his father’s name. Yes, he did not have the mind of a 
warrior, but he was a skilled politician, and it was this skill that he utilised to strike a mighty 
blow in the Scottish hope for freedom. Edward enlisted the help of the newly ascended Pope 
John XXII, who was recruiting all the major European leaders in a new crusade against 

Islam. The English King convinced the Pope that it was the Scots who were to blame for the 
years of war and consequently disrupting the sacred unity of Christendom when a larger 
threat was on the horizon. Bruce and all his loyal bishops were excommunicated, the second 
time for the King of Scots who had previously been excommunicated after the sacrilegious 
murder of the Red Comyn in front of the high altar in 1306.  

The response from the Scots was monumental. In April 
1320 three letters were produced; one from King Robert, 
one from the bishops and one from the barons (the only 
one to still exist today), all of which asserted Scotland’s 

status as a sovereign state. The documents are believed 
to have been written at Arbroath Abbey and it is likely 
they were written by Bernard de Linton, Chancellor of 
Scotland and Abbot of Arbroath. It was a tour de force, 
written in articulate and fluent Latin, beginning with 
Baldred Bisset’s Origin Myth, whereby the Scots were 
descended from Noah and had started out in Israel. 
Following Israel’s fall to the Assyrians, his descendants 
fled among the ‘Ten Lost Tribes of Israel’. One of which 

married an exiled Egyptian princess named Scota, from 
which the Scots obtained their name. The bottom line 
was that the Scots were something ancient and special. 
The letters alsostressed the conversion to Christianity in 
Scotland, influenced by the leading Apostle, St. Andrew. 
It reiterated how the English under Edward 
I ‘came in the guise of a friend and ally’ but quickly 
revealed their true ambitions with...  
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...deeds of cruelty, massacre, violence, pillage, arson, imprisoning prelates, burning down 

monasteries, robbing and killing monks and nuns, and yet other outrages without number 
which he committed against our people, sparing neither age nor sex, religion nor rank...but 
from these countless evils we have been set free...by our most valiant Prince, King and 
Lord, the Lord Robert. He, that his people and his heritage might be delivered out of the 
hands of our enemies, bore cheerfully all toil and fatigue, hunger and peril, like another 
Maccabeus or Joshua...To Him, as to Him by whom salvation has been wrought unto our 
people, we are bound both by law and by his merits that our freedom may still be 
maintained, and by him, come what may, we mean to stand.  

And it continues, as if straight from the script of Braveheart itself...  

for as long as but a hundred of us remain alive, we shall never 
in any conditions be subjected to English rule. It is in truth not 
for glory, nor riches, nor honours that we fight, but for freedom 
alone, which no honest man gives up except with his life.  

 
Arbroath Abbey 

Stirring stuff right? 
The Pope certainly thought so, addressing his reply to ‘that illustrious man Robert, who 
assumes the title and position of King of Scotland’. Bruce’s excommunication was lifted and 
the Holy Father promised to pressurise the English to make peace. However, when peace 
talks failed the excommunication of Bruce was reinstated. It wasn’t until Edward II was 

deposed by his long-suffering wife, Isobella, in January 1327 and the fourteen year old 
Edward III ascended to the English throne that independence for Scotland seemed 
obtainable. In March 1328 the Treaty of Edinburgh-Northampton was signed, recognising 
Robert I as King of the Scots and Scotland as an independent country.  

The Declaration of Arbroath is widely considered the most important document in Scottish 
History due to the role it played in winning Scotland her freedom. At the time, however, it 
was not an instant sensation as it failed to bring about immediate results. In fact, the 
document itself appears to have been largely forgotten about in history until around 1680, 
when the text was printed in Latin and then later translated into English. It’s very name is 

also relatively modern, with many claiming it to be the inspiration for the United States 
Declaration of Independence of 1776. In 1998 US Senator Trent Lott designated the 6th 
April, anniversary of the Declaration of Arbroath, as Tartan Day, to celebrate Scottish 
heritage in the States.  

The power of this document is evidently far reaching, and its influence and historical 
significance has surpassed the expectations of its creators in inspiring the ideals of freedom 
and sanctity of national sovereignty to this very day.  


