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Chapter 1

The Thistle and the Rose

On 24 January 1502, the optimistically named Treaty of Perpetual Peace was signed by Henry VII, the first Tudor monarch of England, and representatives of the Scottish king, James IV, at Richmond Palace, the magnificent Thames-side residence that Henry had completed the previous year. It was the first alliance between England and Scotland in well over a hundred years. The two countries had been bitter enemies for almost half a millennium. Fierce rivalry, bloody battles and uneasy truces had marked their relationship ever since the Anglo-Scottish border was formed in the early 1000s. This border itself quickly became a lawless territory, blighted by frequent raids as each kingdom tried to make incursions into the other.

In size and wealth, England was superior to its northerly neighbour. The monarchy’s annual income was around nineteen times that of its Scottish counterpart. Scotland was a poor country and regarded as something of an outpost by the rest of Europe. In the late fifteenth century, its population was around 700,000, compared with three million in England, and the majority of people lived in rural areas. Edinburgh was the only major city, and the Highlands and Borders were dominated by clans and powerful lords.

The English had pushed home their advantage in 1296 when Edward I (thereafter known as the ‘Hammer of the Scots’) invaded Scotland and crushed the Scottish force at the Battle of Dunbar. Within a few months he had all but conquered the entire country. In a highly symbolic gesture, he ordered that the Stone of Destiny, on which all Scottish monarchs had been crowned for centuries, be removed to Westminster Abbey. Revolts led by William Wallace and other Scottish nobles sparked the Wars of Scottish Independence, one of the bloodiest and most protracted conflicts of the medieval period. They culminated in the accession of Robert II, the first monarch of the House of Stuart (originally spelled Stewart), in 1371.

In 1488, a little under three years after Henry VII became King of England, the fifteen-year-old James IV inherited the throne of Scotland. Traditionally regarded as the most successful of the Stuart monarchs, James enjoyed an advantage over his English rival, who was already struggling to hold on to power. Henry VII was the last of the Lancastrian claimants and his right to the throne was weak enough to spark dangerous challenges from the outset. The first came from a young man named Lambert Simnel, who claimed to be Edward Plantagenet, Earl of Warwick, nephew of the popular Yorkist king, Edward IV. He soon garnered support from some of the most powerful members of the House of York and was crowned King Edward VI in Ireland. But the promised support in England did not materialise and Henry VII defeated Simnel’s forces at the Battle of East Stoke in 1487.

Having fought off one pretender to his throne, the English king faced a more potent threat with another: Perkin Warbeck, who claimed to be the younger of the Princes in the Tower, the sons of Edward IV who were presumed murdered by their uncle, Richard III. He garnered considerable support in both England and Europe and was welcomed with open arms in Scotland, where the wily James spied an opportunity to stir up trouble for his English rival. He treated the pretender as an honoured guest at the Christmas celebrations of 1495 and subsequently arranged a marriage between Warbeck and Lady Catherine Gordon, the daughter of one of his nobles.

Choosing diplomacy over warfare, on 5 May 1496 Henry VII opened negotiations for a marriage between his eldest daughter Margaret and the King of Scots. At first, James seemed to lend a willing ear to Henry’s proposal. But all the while he was preparing to invade England with Warbeck. A red, gold and silver banner was made for the pretender as Duke of York, and James was fitted for gilded and painted armour. In September, his royal artillery was made ready while men and munitions arrived from France, Germany and other parts of Europe.

On 14 September, James and Warbeck offered prayers at Holyrood Abbey in Edinburgh. A week later, they crossed the River Tweed at Coldstream. But the hoped-for support for Warbeck in Northumberland failed to materialise and upon hearing that a superior English force was marching north from Newcastle, James and his men retreated to Scotland. They did not have far to travel: the invasion force had advanced just four miles into England during its four-day expedition.

Having failed to use Warbeck to further his ambitions towards his southerly neighbour, James quickly lost interest in the pretender and provided a ship for him to escape to Ireland. Henry VII’s army proceeded to rout Warbeck’s supporters during another failed invasion attempt and the pretender himself was taken prisoner. Anglo-Scottish peace talks resumed shortly afterwards and the Treaty of Ayton was signed on 30 September 1497. Now that the English king had regained the initiative, James was more inclined to consider marriage with Henry’s daughter, so negotiations were revived.

It took more than four years for the union to be formally agreed in the Treaty of Perpetual Peace. On 10 December 1502, almost a year after the treaty had been confirmed, James IV pledged to keep its terms at a ceremony held in Glasgow Cathedral. Despite the painstaking preparations that had gone into this moment, however, it was found that ‘France’ had been inserted into the text of the King’s oath instead of ‘England’, so the whole thing had to be repeated.1

The English version of the treaty was decorated with roses; the Scottish with thistles. The language was no less decorative, with each king pledging to uphold ‘the bond and amity, truce, friendship and alliance which presently exists between our most illustrious princes . . . that there be a true, sincere, whole and unbroken peace, friendship, league and alliance . . . from this day forth in all times to come, between them and their heirs and lawful successors’. Anxious to guard against any future pretenders, it was likely Henry VII who insisted on including the clause that neither king would offer refuge to any ‘rebels, traitors or refugees’ who threatened the other.2 To make the alliance even more binding, both sides agreed that it should be ratified by the Pope. On 28 May 1503, Alexander VI issued a papal bull that threatened excommunication from the church if either king or their heirs and successors should break the peace.

The new treaty confirmed that the marriage between the King of Scots and the English king’s daughter, first proposed six years earlier, should take place before the next Candlemas (2 February 1503). But while the Pope had granted a dispensation to allow the couple to marry, even though they were related within the prohibited degrees of consanguinity, there was opposition closer to home.

Deep-seated ethnic prejudices against the Scots were commonplace among Henry VII’s subjects. The Scottish Highlanders – or ‘Redshanks’ – were portrayed as a wild, barbaric people whose uncivilised culture, language and dress had much more in common with the Irish than the English. There were political objections, too. Polydore Vergil, an Italian scholar, historian and member of Henry VII’s court, recorded that the council expressed concern that the marriage might lead to a future King of Scots becoming King of England. Henry’s response was both historically inaccurate and predictably Anglocentric: ‘What then? Should anything of the kind happen (and God avert the omen), I foresee that our realm would suffer no harm, since England would not be absorbed by Scotland, but rather Scotland by England, being the noblest head of the entire island, since there is always glory and honour in the less being joined to that which is far the greater, just as Normandy once came under the rule and power of our ancestors the English.’ (In fact, it had been the Normans who had ruled the native English.) The same presumption about England’s natural superiority over Scotland had been shown by centuries of Henry VII’s predecessors. If his councillors had known that their fears would be realised almost exactly one hundred years later, they might not have praised the King’s ‘wisdom’ or so readily and ‘unanimously’ approved the measure.3

Despite championing the match so robustly, Henry VII had harboured some misgivings himself. In July 1498, the English king had confided to Don Pedro de Ayala, the Spanish Ambassador, that both his mother, Lady Margaret Beaufort, and his wife, Elizabeth of York, were ‘very much against the marriage’. They feared that Margaret would be sent to Scotland straightaway and that, given James IV was a known womaniser who had fathered several illegitimate children, he ‘would not wait, but would injure her and endanger her health’. Margaret was thirteen years old by the time of her proxy marriage to James in January 1503, which was certainly considered old enough to marry. But Henry was heavily influenced by his mother, who had given birth to him at the same age. She claimed the experience had ‘spoiled’ her young body, rendering her incapable of bearing any more children. Henry had earlier declared that his daughter was ‘so delicate and weak that she must be married much later than other young ladies’ and said that James would have to wait another nine years.4

But a marriage that had been so long in the making could not be delayed any further. On 8 July 1503, Margaret left Richmond for Edinburgh, accompanied by a large retinue that included her father for the first stage of the journey. It was with great regret that she bade him farewell. Her mother had died a few months earlier and a letter that Margaret wrote after her arrival in Scotland betrayed her longing for home.5 She had received a lavish reception in Edinburgh and the crowds who had gathered to welcome the English princess cheered as she progressed through the city’s streets. A sumptuous ceremony was held in the chapel of Holyroodhouse Palace on 8 August to solemnify her marriage to the 30-year-old James. The young bride’s notoriously parsimonious father had laid out a staggering 30,000 golden nobles (£10,000) on her dowry, equivalent to more than £6.6 million today. The union of two dynasties that the match represented was symbolised throughout the pageantry. The Scottish court poet William Dunbar wrote The Thissil and the Rois in celebration, in which he praised the beauty of ‘this comely queen’.6

Perhaps out of consideration for Margaret’s tender age, for the first two or three years of their marriage James visited his mistress’s bed rather than his new wife’s. It was not until the summer of 1506 that Margaret, then aged sixteen, fell pregnant. She gave birth to a son early the following year, but he died around the time of his first birthday. A daughter followed on 15 July 1508, but she died the same day.

Henry VII died in April 1509, not knowing that the alliance he had striven so hard for would eventually produce a healthy child. Prince James was born at Linlithgow Palace on 10 April 1512. Not everyone rejoiced. Margaret’s brother, Henry VIII, was now on the English throne and was not so peaceably inclined towards Scotland as his predecessor had been. The feeling was mutual. In 1513, Henry VIII led a huge invasion force to France, eager to revive the glories of his medieval ancestor Henry V, who had conquered so much of the country that he had earned the title ‘King of France’ – one that English kings and queens had continued to use long after they had lost virtually all territory across the Channel. Spying an opportunity, James ignored his wife Margaret’s pleas and revived the ‘auld alliance’, first established between Scotland and France in the thirteenth century, by leaping to Louis XII’s defence and declaring war on England. His brother-in-law was enraged. ‘It becometh ill a Scot to summon a King of England,’ he ranted. ‘One thing I ensure [assure] him [James IV] by the faith that I have to the Crown of England and by the word of a King, there shall never King nor Prince make peace with me that ever his part shall be in it.’7

With Henry on campaign in France, it was left to his consort Catherine of Aragon to superintend the English war effort as James IV prepared to invade. It was a task that this daughter of the formidable Spanish monarchs Ferdinand and Isabella rose to with gusto. Despite being heavily pregnant, she rode north in full armour to address her husband’s troops. The two armies clashed at Flodden Field, on the English side of the border, on 9 September 1513. In the ensuing battle – the largest that had been fought between these two rival kingdoms – the English were victorious. The King of Scots was slain, securing him the dubious accolade of being the last monarch in Great Britain to die in battle. A triumphant Queen Catherine sent her husband Henry a piece of James’s bloodied coat to use as a banner at the siege of Tournai.

The Anglo-Scottish alliance lay almost in tatters. The two kingdoms might have reverted to their accustomed hostility, but for as long as the new King of Scots drew breath, the Treaty of Perpetual Peace could not be entirely forgotten. James V was just one year and five months old when his father was killed at Flodden.8 According to the terms of James IV’s will, Margaret was regent during her son’s minority, but only on the proviso that she did not remarry. Henry VIII was delighted with this arrangement, since it presented an ideal opportunity for him to influence Scottish affairs through his sister. But Margaret was not minded to remain single and within a year of her husband’s death she married Archibald Douglas, sixth Earl of Angus, the most powerful magnate in Scotland, thus forfeiting her powers of regency. She gave birth to a daughter, Margaret, in 1515, but thereafter became alienated from her husband and spent long periods in England, which was once more at loggerheads with its northerly neighbour.

James V assumed personal rule in 1528 and soon after, ignoring his mother’s persuasions to forge closer links with his uncle, Henry VIII, he renewed the alliance with France. Having rejected Henry VIII’s daughter Mary as a potential bride, he went on to marry two French princesses: Madeleine, daughter of Francis I, who died less than two months after arriving in Scotland, and Mary, a noblewoman from the powerful House of Guise. In an attempt to prevent the second marriage, Henry VIII had offered himself as a husband to Mary of Guise. He told the French ambassador that he was a big man and had need of a big wife, to which Mary responded: ‘I may be a big woman, but I have a very little neck’ – a reference to a macabre jest made by Henry’s second wife, Anne Boleyn, prior to her execution, that her beheading would be swift because ‘I have a little neck’.9 Mary was crowned Queen of Scotland at Holyrood Abbey on 22 February 1540. James had offered her the title Queen of England too, but she chose not to take it, perhaps to avoid provoking her former suitor.

James’s mother Margaret died in October 1541, thus removing any lingering incentive for peace between her native and adoptive kingdoms. Open hostilities resumed almost immediately. The Scots drew first blood at Haddon Rig in August 1542, then refused to hold talks with the English until James V’s heavily pregnant wife had been delivered of her child. Their first two children (both sons) had died in infancy. Although he had fathered numerous healthy bastards by his many mistresses, James’s lack of a legitimate heir set him at a disadvantage with his English rival, who finally had a son, Edward, after three wives and almost thirty years of trying. But Henry was not minded to wait and began preparing his army for another battle.

The two sides clashed at Solway Moss on 24 November 1542 and the Scots were routed. Their king, who had complained of feeling ill before the battle (possibly with cholera or dysentery), travelled to Falkland Palace after spending a few days with his wife. His condition rapidly worsened but he continued to plan his next move against the English from his sick bed. Then news arrived that his wife had given birth to a daughter, Mary, on 8 December. According to the Scottish theologian John Knox, upon hearing of this, James lamented: ‘It cam wi’ a lass, and it will gang wi’ a lass’ (‘It began with a girl and it will end with a girl’).10 This has been taken as a reference to the Stuarts’ accession to the throne through Marjorie Bruce, daughter of Robert the Bruce, and a prophecy that the dynasty would die out with James’s newborn daughter Mary. James died on 14 December 1542, aged just thirty.11

With the King of Scots dead and his successor a six-day-old girl, Henry VIII was quick to push home his advantage. For once, he favoured diplomacy over warfare. The early sixteenth century had seen the introduction of resident ambassadors in courts across Europe. This dramatically changed the nature of diplomacy because it facilitated more regular correspondence between sovereigns and their advisers. Sir Ralph Sadler, who had come to prominence under the patronage of Henry VIII’s former chief minister Thomas Cromwell, was one of the earliest regular (if not, quite, resident) English ambassadors to Scotland. Henry VIII sent him there after the Battle of Solway Moss to negotiate a marriage alliance between his son Edward and the infant Queen of Scots. ‘King Henry VIII . . . desiring still this whole isle of Britain to be united in one monarchy, made a contract of marriage between the said two,’ recorded Sir James Melville, later Scottish ambassador to England.12 There was strong opposition to this among the Scottish government. Sadler, who was leading the negotiations there on the English king’s behalf, reported a comment made by his Scottish counterpart, Adam Otterburn, which got to the heart of their objection:

 

Our people do not like of it . . . I pray you give me leave to ask you a question: if your lad was a lass, and our lass were a lad, would you then be so earnest in this matter? . . . And likewise I assure you that our nation will never agree to have an Englishman king of Scotland. And though the whole nobility of the realm would consent, yet our common people, and the stones in the street would rise and rebel against it.13

This echoed the English government’s aversion to the proposed match between Margaret Tudor and James IV forty or so years earlier. The nub of the issue was gender. Whichever kingdom offered the bride was at a disadvantage because the groom would naturally take precedence – and, ultimately, might inherit the crown of his wife’s native land. This was even more likely with Mary, Queen of Scots than it had been with Margaret Tudor because she was her father’s sole legitimate heir, whereas Margaret had had a father and brother still living. The Treaty of Greenwich, which was signed on 1 July 1543, also made provision for a second marriage between the two kingdoms, involving Henry VIII’s younger daughter Elizabeth and James Hamilton, son of the Scottish regent, the second Earl of Arran.

No sooner had the treaty been agreed than a group of influential Scottish lords signed a ‘Secret Bond’ against it. By the end of the year, the Parliament of Scotland had entirely renounced the fledgling Anglo-Scottish alliance. This led to eight years of war between the two nations, which the celebrated Scottish historian, novelist and poet Sir Walter Scott termed the ‘Rough Wooing’. Henry VIII made the first aggressive move when he sent an army to invade Edinburgh in May 1544. During the conflict, the English commander Edward Seymour, Duke of Somerset, gave the order for the city to be burned. Almost all the houses within it were razed to the ground and considerable damage was inflicted on Holyrood Abbey, where James V lay buried. His tomb was destroyed by another English raid three years later.

In the meantime, Henry VIII took measures to prevent the Stuart line from ever inheriting the throne of England. In a hereditary monarchy, it was presumed that the closest blood descendant would succeed to the throne. But while England had had a more or less hereditary system for centuries (barring the occasional usurpation), there was no fixed law or rule governing the right to the throne. Furthermore, English common law stipulated that those born outside the realm could not inherit land or property – and so, by extension, the crown. This was not straightforward though, thanks to historic claims of overlordship dating back to Edward I’s conquest of Scotland, which had temporarily forced it into allegiance to the English crown. Henry VIII certainly saw himself as the overlord of Scotland, with the king there paying him homage.

The succession was further complicated by Henry VIII’s controversial and extensive marital history, which had resulted in three children by three different wives. His solution had been to create a series of Succession Acts in Parliament. The first was passed by Parliament in 1534 and disinherited his elder daughter Mary in favour of his younger daughter Elizabeth. The Second Succession Act of 1536 disinherited both Elizabeth and Mary in favour of any children from Henry’s new marriage to Jane Seymour, who the following year obligingly produced the long-awaited son, Prince Edward. The Third Succession Act of 1543 confirmed Edward as Henry’s immediate heir and reinstated Mary and Elizabeth after their new brother.

Significantly, both the 1536 and 1543 acts also stipulated that if the line of succession was not continued by the King’s children, it would be regulated by the contents of his last will and testament. This ran contrary to common law, which did not allow for the nomination of heirs. But by now Henry was used to acting the absolutist monarch. After all, he had separated England from Rome to secure an annulment from his first wife, executed his second, created a new church and set in train a sweeping religious revolution. Naturally he viewed the succession as his to command. Future monarchs would be left to deal with the fallout from this seismic shift – his youngest daughter in particular.

It is perhaps not surprising that Henry should have been so concerned to secure the future of his throne. By the time the Third Succession Act was passed, Henry’s health was deteriorating rapidly. Incapacitated by a serious jousting accident in 1536, he was plagued by pain from his leg wounds, which turned ulcerous. Unable to undertake any form of physical exercise, he had rapidly gained weight. Complications from his injury had almost proved fatal in 1538 and frantic preparations had been made for the succession.

By late 1546, it was obvious to everyone who saw him that the 55-year-old king did not have long left to live. He attended the Christmas celebrations at Greenwich only briefly before retreating to Whitehall Palace with a handful of private attendants. There, the final revisions were made to his will on 30 December – with Henry’s knowledge or sanction is uncertain. Debate surrounding the authenticity of the will continues, but what is clear is how dominant the succession is within it, accounting for 60 per cent of the total text. The key clause, which would have profound ramifications for the succession during Elizabeth’s reign, stated:

 

For default of the issue of the several bodies of us and of our said son prince Edward and of our said daughters Mary and Elizabeth lawfully begotten shall wholly remain and come to the heirs of the body of the Lady Frances our niece, eldest daughter to our late sister the French Queen lawfully begotten.14

 

In other words, after Edward, Mary and Elizabeth would come the descendants of Henry’s younger sister, Mary: Jane, Katherine and Mary Grey (the daughters of Frances Grey, Duchess of Suffolk, Princess Mary’s eldest child), and Margaret (the only surviving child of Eleanor Clifford, Countess of Cumberland, Princess Mary’s second child). The descendants of Henry’s elder sister Margaret – her granddaughter Mary, Queen of Scots and her daughter Margaret Douglas – were conspicuously excluded. The clause therefore ran counter to inheritance based on primogeniture, which by now was firmly established in England – by tradition if not by law – as well as throughout Europe.

Introducing an element of personal choice into the succession rather than relying on the centuries-old system of hereditary monarchy meant the will was profoundly destabilising. Although Henry intended it as a potent tool to impose the royal will, once the genie was out of the bottle, there was always the prospect that it could be directed by others.

The Reformation that Henry VIII had set in train further exacerbated the already vexed issue of the succession. He had died a Catholic – albeit not a Roman Catholic – but had signposted his wishes for the future by ensuring that his son and heir was raised a Protestant, as was Elizabeth. This set them at loggerheads with their elder half-sister Mary, a staunch Roman Catholic. The choices that all three of Henry’s children made regarding the succession would be heavily influenced by their religion.

Henry VIII’s will was read to him on 27 January 1547, just hours before his death. He was incapable of signing it by hand, so the dry stamp was used. This held an impression of the monarch’s signature and was used on official documents, then filled in by authorised clerks. It had been employed frequently during the last eighteen months of Henry’s life. The potential for abuse was reduced by the introduction of a register to record that the monarch had checked the stamped document before it was dispatched.

The Third Succession Act had stipulated that although the final word on the succession would be given by Henry’s last will, this was conditional on the will being signed by the King’s ‘most gracious hand’.15 As a result, the seemingly insignificant detail of the dry stamp on Henry’s will opened the door, just a crack, that the dying king thought he had slammed shut on any future Scottish claimants to his throne.





Chapter 10

‘Dead but not yet buried’

On 5 August 1600, the King of Scots rose early to hunt in the beautiful parkland surrounding Falkland Palace, which he had gifted to his wife on their marriage eleven years earlier. It was smaller and more intimate than his other royal residences, such as Holyrood and Stirling, and had long been a favoured retreat because of the excellent hunting it offered. The 34-year-old king was accompanied by a retinue of high-ranking lords and attendants. They had only just set out when they were halted by the approach of a young man named Alexander Ruthven. He claimed that he and his brother John, third Earl of Gowrie, had detained a foreigner carrying a large quantity of money at Gowrie House in Perth, and urged the King to interrogate the man himself. After some hesitation, James agreed to ride there after the hunt. Alexander begged him to make haste, adding that he should keep the matter secret from his courtiers and bring as small a retinue as possible.

In agreeing to this unusual request, James was taking a considerable risk. The Ruthven family was steeped in treason and had been involved in several plots against the King. Notwithstanding this ominous history, James made his way to Gowrie House as soon as the hunt had finished. Having distracted the King’s attendants and lured him, alone, to a turret room, Alexander threatened him with a dagger. During the ensuing struggle, the King’s cries alerted his attendants, who rushed up to the turret and ran Alexander through with their swords. His brother John arrived shortly afterwards and, seeing Alexander’s body, drew his sword. He, too, was killed by the King’s men.

Whether or not this was truly, as it seemed, an assassination attempt by a notoriously treacherous family is shrouded in mystery. Some people willingly accepted that it was a revenge attack by the brothers for the execution of their father, while others claimed that the alleged plot was a cover-up by James, who had long wanted to get the Ruthvens out of the way. The fact that he apparently saw nothing amiss in accepting an invitation to visit their home, virtually unattended, provides reason to doubt the official version of events.

Whatever her private thoughts on the matter, the Queen of England sent Sir Henry Brouncker to the Scottish court, ostensibly to offer her congratulations on the King’s ‘escape’. But she also wrote a sharp reprimand to James for corresponding with her disgraced favourite, the Earl of Essex. Certain people, she noted, seemed to be preparing for her funeral, ‘long ere, I suppose, their labours shall be needful’. She supposed this was intended as ‘a good memorial that I am mortal’ and added the pointed remark: ‘So be they too that make such preparation beforehand.’ The Scottish king wrote at once, expressing dismay that ‘your ears should yet be so open to such as goes about, by all the means they can, to bury
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