
 
 

The Douglases were one of Scotland’s most powerful families.  It is therefore remarkable that their origins remain 
obscure.  The name itself is territorial and it has been suggested that it originates form lands b Douglas Water 
received by a Flemish knight from the Abbey of Kelso.  However, the first certain record of the name relates to a 
William de Dufglas who, between 1175 and 1199, witnessed  charter by the Bishop of Glasgow to the monks of 
Kelso. 

CLAN DOUGLAS 
 
ARMS Quarterly, 1st, Azure, a man’s heart ensigned of an Imperial  
 Crown Proper and on a chief Azure three stars of the Field  
 (Douglas) 
CREST A salamander Vert encircled with flames of fire Proper 
MOTTO Jamais arriére (Never behind) 
SUPPORTERS (on a compartment comprising a hillock, bounded by stakes of  
 wood wreathed round with osiers) Dexter, a naked savage  
 wreathed about the head and middle with laurel and holding a  
 club erect Proper; sinister, a stag Proper, armed and unguled Or 

   Sir William de Douglas, believed to be the third head of the Borders family, had two sons who fought against the 
Norse at the Battle of Largs in 1263.  William Douglas ‘The Hardy’ was governor of Berwick when the town was 
besieged by the English.  Douglas was taken prisoner when the town fell and he was only released when he agreed 
to accept the claim of Edward I of England to be overlord of Scotland.  He later joined Sir William Wallace in the 
struggle for Scottish independence but he was again captured and died in England in 1302.  His son, ‘The good sir 
James’, patriot and fonder of the Black Douglases was killed in battle in Spain, carrying the heart of his life-long 
friend, King Robert the Bruce to the Holy land.  Douglas and his knights had joined the king of Castille’s crusade 
against the Moors and in 1330, near Teba in Andalucia, they were cut off from the main Christian force and heavily 
outnumbered when they were attacked by the enemy.  Sir James was killed leading the charge against the Moors but 
the casket containing Bruce’s heart was recovered from the battlefield and returned to Scotland where it was interred 
in Melrose Abbey. 
   Marriage to a Stewart princess brought wealth and prestige to his great nephew, the second Earl of Douglas, later 
to die in his moment of victory at Otterburn in 1388.  Sir James’ illegitimate son, Archibald ‘The Grim’, became the 
third Earl and consolidated the family’s position.  He successfully defended Edinburgh Castle against Henry IV of 
England in 1400 but died a year later.  Archibald, the fourth Earl, married James I’s sister and in 1437, on the death 
of James I, he was one of the council of regents, and later lieutenant general of the kingdom.  Both he and his son 
were killed fighting the English in France. 
   Despite this and other setbacks, in the early fifteenth century the Douglases had become so powerful that they 
were seen as a threat to the nation’s stability.  In 1440 the young sixth Earl and his brother were invited by a rival to 
dine in Edinburgh Castle with the ten-year-old James II.  A black bull’s head, the symbol of death, was brought in, 
and the Douglas boys were dragged away, given a mock trial, and beheaded.  The young king was horrified, but 
twelve years later he invited their cousin, the eight Earl, under a promise of safe conduct, to Stirling Castle where he 
ws murdered with the king himself striking the first blow.  The ninth Earl prudently spent much of his adult life in 
England.  When he returned in 1484 with a small invading army to recover his possessions, he was captured and 
confined in Lindores Abbey.  He died in 1491, the last of his line. 
   Meanwhile, another of Sir James’ great nephews, George, first Earl of Angus, was the first of the Red Douglases.  
He too married a Stewart princess and the Red Douglases soon rose to as great a prominence as the family had held 
hitherto; this was largely due to the success of Archibald, fifth Earl of Angus, known as ‘Bell the Cat’.  He is said to 
have gained his nickname from an incident in 1482 when a number of the Scots nobility plotted the downfall of 
certain unpopular favorites of the king.  One of the conspirators told the tale of mice seeking deliverance from a cat: 
all agreed that a bell should be suspended from the cat’s neck to signal its approach, but the question was, which 
mouse had courage to fasten the bell?  The favorites were murdered, and Angus gained his nickname.  He 
subsequently became Lord Chancellor of Scotland.  His grandson, the sixth Earl, made himself guardian of James V 
by marrying Margaret Tudor, the young king’s widowed mother.  He was still taking the field against the English 
when over the age of sixty. 
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   James, Earl of Morton, younger brother of the seventh Earl was a bitter enemy of Mary, Queen of Scots.  He was 
one of the murderers of her secretary, David Rizzio, and was deeply implicated in the assassination of her second 
husband Lord Darnley.  A brutally effective regent during the infancy of James VI, he fell from power in 1581 and 
was duly executed.  William, eleventh Earl of Angus and first Marqauess of Douglas, was a Catholic and an ardent 
supporter of Charles I during the civil wars.  He was created marquees in 1633 and lived in princely style at Douglas 
Castle.  He joined Montrose after the Battle of Kilsyth in 1645 and was present when Royalists forces were 
surprised by Covenanter cavalry at Philipaugh later that year when he barely escaped with his life.  He made peace 
with Cromwell’s government, although he was fined £1,000. 
   William, brother of the second Marquess became, through marriage, Duke of Hamilton in 1660.  The titles of 
Marquess of Douglas, Earl of angus and several others were ultimately all to devolve on the Dukes of Hamilton and 
the eldest son and heir of that house is always styled ‘Marquess of Douglas and Clydesdale’.  Other branches of the 
family include the Earls of Morton, and the Marquesses of Queensberry, who gave their name to the famous rules of 
boxing.  The Douglas-Hamiltons are the heirs male of the house of Douglas but are barred, under Lyon Court rules, 
from matriculating as chiefs because of their hyphenated surname.  Angus Douglas-Hamilton, the fifteenth Duke, is 
an engineer, former RAF test-pilot and author.  His seat is a Lennoxlove near Haddington. 
 
Taken from “Scottish Clan & Family Encyclopedia”, by Collins, HarperCollins Publishers 1994 
 
Clan DOUGLAS Septs 
 
AGNEW 
BELL (Borders) 
BLACKSTOCK 
BLACKWOOD 
BLAELOCK 
BLALOCK 
BLALOCK 
BLAYLOCK 
BLEYLOCK 
BROWN  
CADY -IE  
CANT  
CAULDLAW  
CAVAN  

CAVERS  
CLENDENING  
CLENDINING  
DICKIE,-(E)Y   
DOUGLAS(S)  
DRISDALE  
DRISDALL  
DRYSDALE  
DRYSEDALE  
FOREST  
FORET  
FOSTER  
GILPATRICK  
GLEN(N)  

GLENDENING(S)  
GLENDINNING(S)  
INGLES  
INGLIS  
KILGORE  
KILGOUR  
KILPATRICK  
KIRKPATRICK  
LOCHERBIE,-Y  
LOCHMABEN   
LOCKERBY,-IE  
LOCKERY  
MAC GUFFIE,-Y  
MAC GUFFOCK  

MAC KILPATRICK  
MAC KITTRICK  
MORTON   
SAND (I) LANDS 
SANDIN 
SANDLIN,-AN(S)  
SONDAILANDS 
SOULE 
STERRETT  
SYMINGTON 
TROUP(E) 
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