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Praise for Fatal Rivalry

‘Goodwin does a terrific job in building up the protagonists’ back stories . . . He’s alive to the human story – the 88 members of the Hays family who were killed that day, for example – yet also confident discussing military strategy’

Toby Clements, Daily Telegraph

‘Among the books and events marking the 500-year anniversary of this turning point in Anglo/Scottish relations . . . George Goodwin’s Fatal Rivalry: Flodden 1513 is an essential primer’

Neil Norman, Sunday Express

‘This is a clear account of a great if doomed attempt by the Scots to free themselves from English domination. Good timing’

Dan Jones, Sunday Times

‘Readable and authoritative . . . well-researched and comprehensive’

Harry Reid, Herald

‘Goodwin’s gripping narrative of the clash and its context makes plain that the modern and well-armed Scots, under the charismatic King James IV, might have turned the tide of our history’

Independent

‘Fatal Rivalry: Flodden 1513 provides a welcome antidote to the usual run of work on the [Tudor] period. George Goodwin places the events of 9 September 1513 in the context of the two kingdoms and their interrelated royal dynasties over the quarter-century leading up to the battle’

Michael Brown, London Review of Books

‘Convincing portrayal of the rivalry between two monarchs’

Jenny Wormald, Times Literary Supplement

‘Fatal Rivalry is about far more than just one battle, significant though it was. In telling the story that led to Flodden, he recreates the Renaissance splendour of the royal courts of England and Scotland . . . a hugely enjoyable, enlightening book’

Tracy Borman, BBC History Magazine, Book of the Year

‘George Goodwin’s previous book, Fatal Colours, was a highly engaging account of the Battle of Towton . . . Goodwin has produced another entertaining, informative account’

Ed West, Catholic Herald



Praise for Fatal Colours

‘The Wars of the Roses have attracted many historians: some deal in the technicalities of military strategy; some analyse structures of political power; some chronicle the lives of the chief protagonists. Much rarer is the ability to combine all three – but Goodwin has pulled it off in this page-turning read’

Helen Castor, Sunday Telegraph

‘Fatal Colours is more than a book about one battle, vivid, humane and superbly researched though it is. It is an account of a moment of profound crisis in English politics’

David Starkey

‘Eloquent and easily digestible account, told with an eye for the salient detail, and I hope this is the first in a series of histories of this fascinating but poorly served period’

Toby Clements, Daily Telegraph

‘Done in an extremely readable style and there are many quotable gems . . . like looking into a prism to view the multi-faceted machinations of the late medieval period . . . It is exciting to have such a well-researched book’

Peter Algar, Towton Herald

(the magazine of the Towton Battlefield Society)

‘George Goodwin’s emotive account of this half-time mark in the Wars of the Roses is an essential addition to our gory story’

A.A. Gill, Hon. Patron of the Towton Battlefield Society

‘Combines a deep understanding of the politics, characters and military strategies of the period’

The Week

‘Utterly captivating, perfectly balanced between fascinating detail and nail-biting narrative’

Lisa Hilton, author of Queens Consort

‘Written with clarity of style, accessible and engaging. A significant addition to the literature on the period’

Anthony Goodman, Professor Emeritus of
Medieval History at the University of Edinburgh
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Prologue

Late in the evening of Saturday, 26 March 1603, a dirty, bloody and dishevelled horseman of mature years arrived at Holyrood Palace in Edinburgh. That this was a gentleman of distinction was shown by the quality of the material, if not the condition, of his clothes. He demanded to be taken immediately to see James VI, King of Scots, and although the King was already in bed, James was wakened to receive him.

The gentleman rider was Sir Robert Carey, Warden of the English Middle March. He was also Captain of the Border castle of Norham in the East March a fortress reduced to ruins in 1513 by the invading army of King James’s great-grandfather, James IV. Sir Robert was well known to James VI; as a young man, during an English diplomatic mission, he had got on famously with the King. So well in fact that James had written to Elizabeth I to ask whether Carey could ‘attend on him at his court’ more permanently.1 Elizabeth had considered the matter with her usual deliberation and then refused the request. But James’s relationship with Sir Robert and his family continued; and it was to Sir Robert’s sister Philadelphia, Lady Scrope, that he sent a sapphire ring, to be returned urgently when the elderly English Queen had breathed her last.

Elizabeth had refused to nominate her successor throughout her near forty-five-year reign. Yet, at her magnificent Renaissance palace of Richmond in the small hours of the morning of Thursday, 24 March, she made a sign. To those crowded around the death bed, including Sir Robert and his sister, this was taken to favour her nearest in blood, King James. Though it was almost certain that the Privy Council would send formal notification to James, the Careys did not risk a delay. While the Council met, Lady Scrope waited at a window until she saw that her brother was outside the palace gates and could not be stopped. Then, furtively and unseen, she threw the blue ring to him. By ten o’clock that same Thursday morning, Carey was riding north at a furious pace. As early as noon on the Saturday he had reached Norham on the Tweed. He crossed the border and would have travelled the remaining forty-five or so miles2 rather more quickly, had his horse not stumbled, thrown and kicked him. Weak with loss of blood from a head wound, he was forced to ride more slowly, making his arrival much later than planned.

The existence of the sixteenth-century Palace of Holyrood and Carey’s mission in 1603 were both consequences of one event: the palace had been created to celebrate the wedding, a century before, of James IV of Scotland and Margaret Tudor, the eldest daughter of Henry VII of England. It was because of James VI’s descent from Margaret, his great-grandmother, that Sir Robert Carey knelt before him now and saluted him by his title of King of England, Scotland, France and Ireland.3

The formal offer of the Crown from the Privy Council duly followed; and just a few days afterwards, on Tuesday, 5 April, James left Edinburgh. Late the following afternoon, the King approached Berwick with an ever-increasing host of Scottish and English dignitaries. He then crossed into his new kingdom;4 the swift progress of the new monarch being in stark contrast to the slow sombre passage of the late Queen’s torchlit funeral barge, as it made its final night-time journey between the royal palaces of Richmond and Whitehall.5
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The likelihood and consequences of a Scottish succession had been discussed by Henry VII and his Privy Council more than a century earlier. This was in 1501, a full two years before James’s marriage to Margaret. As reported by their contemporary, the historian Polydore Vergil, there was a tense debate among the King’s councillors:

Some were afraid that at a future date it might come about that the inheritance of the kingdom might fall to Margaret, and therefore they judged it wise not to give her in marriage to a foreign prince. But the King’s answer to this was, ‘What then? If this happens, which God forbid, I foresee that our realm will suffer no harm, since it will not be the addition of England to Scotland, but rather of Scotland to England as the most renowned part of the whole island, since it is always the less which is joined for glory and honour to that which is greater, just as in days gone by Normandy came under the rule of our English ancestors.’ The wisdom of the King was praised, and by a unanimous voice they plighted the maid Margaret to King James.6

Henry VII was not quite right: though the crowns were united in 1603, the countries did not come together in an Act of Union, as Great Britain, until 1707. And even then they did so with different legal and educational systems and a degree of cultural separation. Scotland was not subsumed by England and much of the credit for that belongs to James IV. By 1513, his twenty-five-year reign had brought full royal control for the first time over what we know as the geographical entirety of Scotland. He was the owner of the largest warship in Europe and his country a naval power. And he had created the reality of an independent position for Scotland, rather than one of aspiration buttressed by myth. With these achievements, James IV can be properly described as King of Scotland as well as King of Scots. Had the schemes of King Louis XII of France borne fruit in 1513, James could have become the effective King of England as well.


Introduction

On 22 August 1513, 42,000 Scottish troops crossed the Tweed under the command of King James IV. It was the largest Scottish army ever to invade England.

This was James’s third attack on his southern neighbour. In 1496, in at least notional support of the Yorkist pretender Perkin Warbeck, he had pillaged northern Northumberland and destroyed its fortified towers. In 1497 he focused his attention on just one target: the castle of Norham, fortress of the Bishops of Durham, which defended the Tweed crossing on behalf of England’s monarchs. An attack on Norham was significant for strategic reasons, but also for symbolic ones: it was at Norham that Edward I had humiliated the Scots by meeting there to choose their king. James had bombarded the castle, but he had not taken it.

In 1513 it fell in only six days. Wark Castle just over the border from Coldstream was also taken easily. Both were captured before the relieving English army under the Earl of Surrey was anywhere near. James then moved against the castles of Etal and Ford. By 1 September,1 all the fortresses of the English East March were either in James’s hands or had been destroyed.

It had been an extraordinarily swift and successful campaign. James had assembled a vast army for two reasons. One was entirely practical: it was likely that, as at Bannockburn and in the ongoing wars in Italy, there would be a battle between the besieging and the relieving army. The other, like the attack on Norham itself, was highly symbolic. James had brought with him troops assembled by nobles from all over the geographical entity of what we now know as Scotland: he had united and unified his country to an extent that none of his predecessors, not even Robert the Bruce, had achieved.

The successes of late August and the first days of September were at one with a man of great intelligence who sought to make the most of modern technical innovation to display both power and panache. He now had time in hand with his mustered army to plan the victory in battle that would complete a historic campaign. James even had the advantage of knowing the enemy commander, the seventy-year-old Earl of Surrey, not merely as a former adversary but, if only for a short time, as a courtier companion. All seemed set fair for James for what would become known as the Battle of Flodden, fought close to the village of Branxton on Friday, 9 September 1513.
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In late Medieval and early modern Europe there were many sources of competition. At the bottom of the social pile, the poorest struggled to gain sufficient sustenance for survival. Much higher up the scale, whether in cities, towns or countryside, the battle was for wealth, status, influence and power. At the very top of the social pile was the sovereign’s court with its ruler, be that a duke, king, emperor or pope. The court provided the platform and the theatre for its master to demonstrate his fitness to rule, both to his own political nation and to the ambassadors of his royal rivals.

Medieval monarchs were elevated by God’s sanction through anointing with holy oil and by the 1330s, the kings of France, England and Scotland had all incorporated anointing into their coronations. But by 1500 they and their Renaissance counterparts were set high above their subjects on a more everyday basis. They were no different to their predecessors in their aims, but they were in their presentation. By harnessing the greater prosperity, technological innovation and cultural dynamism of the times, they created and radiated an overwhelming magnificence.

Kings competed among themselves in the splendour of their courts and their tournaments. For James IV and Henry VII, that most unusual of kings, display became a substitute for war; but for James IV and Henry VIII it increasingly became a preparation for it.

More viscerally, kings competed to produce male heirs of their bloodline who would, they hoped, ensure that their success would be remembered in this world and their soul protected in the next by the appropriate number of masses for the dead. These two elements would best come together should a king be buried by his heirs in a place that combined both temporal and religious importance – as granted to Henry VII in Westminster Abbey and denied to the last two kings killed in battle on English soil.2 Such a contrast in fate could mean the difference between temporal fame combined with everlasting life or, at best, oblivion.

It was because of such matters that the question of the royal succession was so important. In 1513 it gave added weight to the growing quarrel between Henry VIII and James IV. James with his Queen, Henry’s elder sister Margaret, had a living child who was a potential heir to the English throne, whereas Henry and Queen Katherine of Aragon did not: and the exchange of taunts about the future added increasing bitterness to the rift between the brothers-in-law.

Ultimately, underlining all other forms of kingly display were those related to the activity and weaponry of war. For, should their ‘peaceful and generous relations with other princes’ fail,3 they were expected to excel in the ‘vigorous conduct of magnificent princely warfare’.4 Henry VIII and James IV each had a supreme model to follow and possibly eclipse: for Henry VIII it was Henry V; for James IV, Robert the Bruce. It was on the battlefield where kings, directly or by proxy, would ultimately expect to decide their rivalries – with God and fortune pronouncing their judgment.
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Uncertain Inheritors

It is one of the great myths of English and then British history that there has been no successful foreign invasion since the Norman Conquest. It was one Winston Churchill usefully perpetuated in 1940 and stylishly restated with the phrase: ‘it was nearly a thousand years since Britain had seen the fires of a foreign camp on English soil’.1

In truth, there have been foreign camps aplenty since 1066, not least those of Prince Louis of France (1215–17) and William of Orange (1688).2 There have also been a number of foreign-backed invasions under English or Anglo-Welsh leadership.

The threat posed by would-be usurpers to an incumbent monarch was not lost on Henry VII: having fled the country as a fourteen-year-old in 1471, Henry had returned fourteen years later to stake a claim against Richard III, landing on 7 August3 at Mill Bay, Pembrokeshire, with a force of 2,000 French soldiers paid for and equipped by Charles VIII of France.

Just two years before, Henry Tudor’s chances of gaining the throne had seemed slight indeed. Even on 22 August 1485, as dawn broke over the troops gathering at Bosworth, the odds against him had appeared overwhelming. Though he had gained adherents en route from the Welsh coast, Henry’s forces were vastly outnumbered – that is until the non-intervention of the Earl of Northumberland and Lord Stanley, and the very late but decisive participation of the latter’s brother, Sir William. Victory at Bosworth, and the death of Richard III on the battlefield, ensured that the crown was Henry’s, but his reign seemed set to be a short one. His supporters may have been united in being anti-Richard, but most certainly they were not reliably pro-Henry.4
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Three years after Bosworth, on 11 June 1488, James III, King of Scots, faced the forces of his strongest nobles at Sauchieburn. The fate of the country was to be decided in a landscape where, just over a century and a half before, Scotland’s greatest victories against the English had been won. Nearby were William Wallace’s Stirling Bridge and Robert the Bruce’s Bannockburn, the latter so close, that King James’s battle was at one time given the same name.5

James III had inherited the throne at the age of eight and thus by 1488 had reigned for more than a quarter of a century. His adult rule had been one of continual uncertainty. It had seen dramatic changes of minister and of policy, driven by a King with a wilful and reckless propensity to antagonize his nobility and most senior churchmen.6 Most calamitously, James had shown an ability to alienate the closest members of his own family. Relations with his younger brother Alexander, Duke of Albany, deteriorated to the point that the latter, with the backing of Edward IV of England and the army of Edward’s brother Richard, Duke of Gloucester, invaded Scotland in 1482 and declared himself Regent.

Albany, however, arrived too late to capture the King, who had already been imprisoned by their half-uncles in Edinburgh Castle. He also lacked authority, being even more unpopular than his brother. His coup came to an end when English support evaporated in April 1483 with the sudden death of King Edward.

Richard of Gloucester, having seized the English throne as Richard III, was too intent on securing his own position to worry about Scottish affairs. This brought liberation for James and restoration to power. Albany sought exile in France, where he was accidently killed in a tournament by the future King Louis XII.

James’s fortunes continued to improve. After the death of King Richard at Bosworth in 1485, the English crown passed to a new king of a new dynasty: Henry Tudor. Potential marriages were discussed: firstly of James’s second son with Princess Katherine, sister of Henry’s consort, Queen Elizabeth; then, in November 1487, following the death of James’s estranged wife – allegedly poisoned at her husband’s instigation – it was proposed that the widower James should himself marry Queen Elizabeth’s mother, Elizabeth Woodville.7 Strangely, the possible marriage of James’s eldest son and heir, fourteen-year-old James, Duke of Rothesay, to another unspecified daughter of Edward IV, took a distant third place. Stranger still, the second son, so obviously more favoured than his elder brother and made Duke of Ross in January 1488, was also called James.

At the same time as the marriage plans, James III sought to place himself in a commanding position to achieve what must always have been, among all the twists and turns of policy, his main objective: to subordinate the nobility of Scotland to the power of its King. In so doing he was following the aims of his father and grandfather.

But King James utterly and unnecessarily overplayed his hand at almost every turn. His draconian approach for settling a long-running disagreement with Lord Hume over the distribution of church revenues was to accuse Hume of treason. Hume, a powerful noble in the turbulent eastern region bordering England, came to the conclusion that James was bent on the destruction of his entire family. This united other well-born nobles in fear of a similar fate. In response, James called successive Parliaments to give institutional form to the humiliation of his aristocracy.

There was also a deepening estrangement with the most important member of his own family. The King’s son and heir, James, Duke of Rothesay, was kept secure more than thirty miles away from his father. Ostensibly, this was for the Prince’s own safekeeping. However, on 2 February 1488, Prince James, supposing he was to be supplanted by his younger brother and thus fearing for his life, escaped and disappeared. To James III’s impetuous moves for domination, so reminiscent of those of his distant cousin Richard II of England a century before, carelessness had been added.

The Prince became a rallying point for the King’s enemies as they gathered an army. When the two sides met in their final battle at Sauchieburn, the King took the field equipped with Robert the Bruce’s sword. But this was to be no Scottish Excalibur. The battle, for James III, was a disaster. His army was defeated, and the King who had sought to exert his will so extensively over his chief subjects found himself unable to control his own horse, which careered at speed off the battlefield. Separated from his troops, James was forced to take shelter at Bannockburn mill.8 There, offering comfort for the King, a priest was admitted – or rather an assassin in priest’s clothing – who produced a knife and stabbed the King to death.

As for the actions that day of the young Duke of Rothesay, the prince who now became James IV, one cannot find conclusive documentary proof. That is hardly surprising. The Prince had benefited from the murder of a crowned and anointed king who was also his father. That alone led James IV to do penance for the rest of his life. But what if he had been more closely involved? Patricide was considered the most heinous of crimes; but for a king to kill his father would invoke an even higher level of damnation, both in this world and the next. No surprise then at the gap in the documentary record, for Prince James was almost certainly with the rebels at Sauchieburn. His presence there gave him another immediate difficulty: in siding with rebel subjects against the arbitrary power of the old king, he risked strengthening their power at the expense of the new. Personally and politically, James IV seemed to have begun his reign in a very dark place indeed.
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New Kings

Henry Tudor, from the time of his challenge to Richard III and throughout both his reign and those of his Tudor successors, was depicted by propaganda as the true Lancastrian heir and the last legitimate claimant standing. The official Tudor version comes down to us today in the words of our greatest dramatist, William Shakespeare. Here are the key phrases of the final speech of his play Richard III, delivered on the field of Bosworth by its victor, Henry VII as Earl of Richmond:


We will unite the white rose and the red:

Smile heaven upon this fair conjunction,

That long hath frown’d upon their enmity!

What traitor hears me, and says not Amen?

England hath long been mad, and scarr’d herself . . .

. . . All this divided York and Lancaster,

Divided in their dire division,

O, now let Richmond and Elizabeth,

The true succeeders of each royal house,

By God’s fair ordinance conjoin together!

And let their heirs, God, if thy will be so,

Enrich the time to come with smoothed-faced peace,

With smiling plenty, and fair prosperous days!

Abate the edge of traitors, gracious Lord,

That would reduce these bloody days again,

And make poor England weep in streams of blood!



Written in the 1590s, more than a century after the event, these lines with their starting point of the symbolic Tudor rose, stressed both the legitimacy of the Tudor dynasty and its essential role as a provider of peace and a bulwark against anarchy. Henry was presented as the true heir and restorer of ‘this fair land’s peace’. The reality was rather different. Henry’s position was weak. His claim to the throne was extremely questionable.

Henry’s bloodlines on both sides, though royal, were compromised by bastardy, as Richard III’s Proclamation against him had stated forcefully.1 His father’s royal blood was not English but French. Henry’s paternal grandmother was Catherine de Valois, the French Queen and widow of England’s Henry V. His paternal grandfather, Owen Tudor, was of no higher status than a Welsh squire and said to be bastard-born himself.2 The two had secretly married in 1428 or 1429 in complete contravention of a parliamentary statute instigated by the Council of Henry VI, Catherine’s child by her royal marriage. The sons of the Tudor marriage, Henry VII’s father Edmund and his uncle Jasper, were not even formally recognized as Henry VI’s legitimate uterine brothers until 1453.

Henry’s English blood came from his mother, Margaret Beaufort, and descended from a marriage of John of Gaunt, Duke of Lancaster. This was not Gaunt’s first, which produced the House of Lancaster and Kings Henry IV to VI; nor his second, which produced Kings of Spain and Portugal; but his third, to his mistress Katherine Swynford, who had already given him children out of wedlock. These children were legitimized by Richard II, but through Letters Patent issued by Henry IV in 1407, they were debarred from the throne.3

Henry was not the only non-Yorkist claimant. There were the Stafford Dukes of Buckingham, descended from Gaunt’s younger brother Thomas of Woodstock. Henry was, however, through his mother, the sole quasi-Lancastrian contender, because the Wars of the Roses had extinguished the main Lancastrian line and killed the male Beauforts as well, and it was as the Lancastrian heir that he was determined to reign.

Henry brought to his rule the same sort of shrewdness and rigour that had enabled him to survive a decade and a half as a continental exile, when first Edward IV and then (insistently) Richard III had sought – with a likelihood of success – to persuade his hosts-cum-gaolers to give Henry up.4 The new King Henry tried, at least initially, to reconcile all but the seemingly most irreconcilable of Yorkists. He even gave men who had fought directly against him at Bosworth an opportunity to prove their loyalty. Some, such as Thomas, Earl of Surrey, did so. Yet Henry knew that mere protestations of support would not suffice. Sustained and strenuous effort would be required to maintain his grip on power, backed up by deployment of military force and administrative efficiency. Even then, it would take something extra to assure his powerful subjects and the ambassadors of foreign nations of his permanence. Thus the King and his ministers made Henry himself and, from 1486 his son Arthur, figures of royal destiny. He was assisted in this by his new fellow countrymen’s ignorance of their own history.

For it hardly needs stating that modern access to information, whether written, visual or archaeological, gives us a far better grasp of our past than that given to our ancestors. The gaps in the historical record created by the inaccessibility of evidence were often filled by myth. Thus we know perfectly well, in the twenty-first century, that the Tower of London was begun in the reign of William the Conqueror; but as late as the seventeenth, it was generally accepted to be the work of Julius Caesar.5 During the same period, so the architectural historian John Goodall tells us, Inigo Jones thought that Stonehenge was a Roman Ionic temple.6 Rome certainly had a grip on the imagination: it was important to English medieval chroniclers that Brutus, Britain’s supposed ancient founder was, like Romulus, descended from Aeneas.

There was another figure, who may have been Roman, perhaps British, or Romano-British: King Arthur. So far as our fifteenth- and sixteenth-century forebears were concerned, Arthur had existed and so had Camelot. There was even physical proof of Camelot, in the form of the Round Table and the site of its original location. It can still be seen today, in the Great Hall of Winchester Castle. But the difference between now and then is that in 1485 it was seen, experienced and believed. It was no whimsy that Henry’s eldest son should be called Arthur, no accident that he should be born at Winchester, the ancient capital, first of Wessex and then of England. Through the choice of name, Henry was signalling that the boy’s birth foreshadowed the rebirth of the nation, as enshrined in the description of the earlier Arthur as ‘the once and future king’. The second coming of Arthur was an obvious secular equivalent to the second coming of Christ and the Christian resurrection, even if it was not openly articulated and perhaps only subliminally understood as such.

The Arthurian legend was a powerful one to harness and Henry VII was following in the footsteps of his predecessors by doing so. Henry II and Edwards I, III and IV had all gained or secured their throne through battle or coup and all had used Arthur and Merlin in their court display and in propaganda. Henry II came to the throne roughly two decades after Geoffrey of Monmouth’s imaginative histories had propagated the myth of Arthur to England’s secular reading class;7 Edward I attended the reburial of Arthur at Glastonbury and created a new Round Table which was soon believed to be the original; under Edward III, there was a flowering of heraldry to articulate the knightly virtues at the core of the legend;8 and Edward IV, who came to the throne as a vibrant and towering youth of nearly six foot four inches, identified himself with Arthur and was certainly projected as Arthurian by contemporary chroniclers such as John Hardynge, who beseeched him to add Scotland to England and Wales in order to make Albion entire again.9

Henry VII was typically thorough in exploiting King Arthur to serve his purpose. Whereas Edward IV had given the name to a bastard son, Henry VII had chosen it for his heir. He even, perhaps showing a lighter touch, had a greyhound called Lancelot.10

Arthurian symbolism was not the only propaganda card Henry brought into play: drawing on his Welsh origins (he was born in Pembroke Castle), he invoked the legend of the messianic Welsh prince ‘revealed by a heavenly voice to Cadwallader, last king of the Britons’, a mythical figure of eight centuries before, who was told ‘that his stock and progeny should reign in this land and bear dominion again’.11 Henry projected this association through the symbolic propaganda of heraldry: with the Red Dragon of Cadwallader taking its place opposite the White Greyhound of the Honour of Richmond as joint supporters of the royal arms.

In addition to these heraldic beasts, he made use of a device that had been created specifically for him: the red rose of Lancaster. As David Starkey has recently pointed out: ‘for the sixty-odd-year rule of the house of Lancaster, from 1399 to 1461, not a single convincing contemporary use of the red rose as a royal dynastic emblem has been found. Instead it appears, out of the blue, at the battle of Bosworth.’12 After his victory, it featured as one of Henry’s principal badges. This was sheer genius. It created symmetry with the much-used white rose of the Yorkists, simultaneously projecting Henry as the true Lancastrian heir, rather than a mere offshoot of the main branch, while choreographing the expectation of a permanent peace in the union of the two houses through Henry’s marriage with Elizabeth of York. This was demonstrated by the merging of the York and Lancaster emblems in the Tudor rose – remembering of course that the red rose surrounded the white.

The use of these symbols was stark and straightforward. For all that Henry had married the heiress of the House of York – a marriage which the Pope had ‘approved, confirmed and established’ as a means of bringing an end to ‘the long and grievous variance, dissensions and debates that hath been in this realm of England between the house of the duchy of Lancaster on the one part and the house of the duchy of York on the other’13 – the new King was crowned alone. His coronation thus made it clear that succession was through the heirs of his body. The red rose and the Beaufort portcullis were there as primary symbols, but the presence of the Tudor rose was a visual reminder to would-be followers of the traitorous heirs of Edward IV’s brothers,14 that the incumbent Queen was Edward IV’s daughter and living heiress.

Symbols and display, in peace as in war, were there to project power and to command obedience. Nonetheless there remained, in Shakespeare’s parlance, ‘traitors . . . that would reduce these bloody days again, and make poor England weep in streams of blood!’

The first major challenge came quickly, from John, Earl of Lincoln, Richard III’s nephew and designated heir. Following Henry’s early efforts to accommodate his Queen’s Yorkist cousins, Lincoln had seemed reconciled, but in 1487 he did exactly what Henry himself had done and landed with a mercenary army. His force was largely an unlikely combination of Irishmen and Germans, with the latter commanded by Martin Schwartz, a former Augsburg shoemaker turned ruthless battlefield commander.15 That said, it was a well marshalled force and only with difficulty were Lincoln and Schwartz defeated and killed at the Battle of Stoke Field, particularly as the brunt of the fighting was borne by the vanguard of Henry’s army – under the command, as at Bosworth, of the Earl of Oxford.

Lincoln had not, openly at least, advanced his own claims, but those of his young cousin Edward, Earl of Warwick16 – or rather, the man who purported to be him. In reality, ‘Edward’ was an imposter by the name of Lambert Simnel. Henry had the real Earl of Warwick under lock and key in the Tower of London and was therefore able to expose the imposture. All the same, Simnel posed a threat. It showed the vulnerability of Henry’s position, when a fake pretender could present such a challenge.

Another would do so even more forcibly in the next decade, having been given creditability by the King of France, Emperor of Germany and James IV, King of Scots.
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Despite his symbolic elevation as King on 24 June 1488, the anniversary of Bannockburn – an auspicious date somewhat undermined by the fact James III’s corpse had not yet been buried – fifteen-year-old James IV was in no hurry to assume power. For the next seven years, he concentrated on enjoying the sport of kings, hunting and hawking, the ritual taking of life expected of the medieval monarch.17 He even allowed his twenty-first birthday (17 March 1494) to pass without taking control. He could afford to take a leisurely approach towards ending his minority, for the three mutually antagonistic groups that might have been expected to vie for control of the realm during this period had instead been brought into the fold.

The three factions consisted of those nobles who had supported James III; those who had opposed him; and a third group who had risen up in 1489 because they felt that they had been inadequately rewarded for their support of the new regime. The latter group had a strong case, given the keenness of Patrick Hepburn, the new Earl of Bothwell, to reward himself, his family and his supporters with the fruits of victory. However by 1490 Bothwell had managed to curb this enthusiasm, and the leaders of the discontented faction, Lords Lennox and Lyle, had taken their place in the King’s Council, along with James III loyalists such as Bishop William Elphinstone.

With the demise of James’s first Chancellor, the Earl of Argyll, in January 1493 the post was gained by Archibald Douglas, Earl of Angus, to whom posterity has erroneously given the wonderful soubriquet of ‘Bell the Cat’ – a colourful name to suit a colourful personality.18 Though Angus had been a continual plotter against James III, he had not initially taken a position in the central government of the former King’s son, having fallen foul of Bothwell and his Hume allies in the Borders and thus of James IV himself. However, over many hours in James’s company and many games of dice and cards he had re-established a rapport with the young King.19 It would have done his cause no harm that his niece, Marion Boyd, became James’s first mistress; part of the reason for Angus’s subsequent fall from grace was Marion’s replacement in 1496 by Margaret Drummond.20 A further deterioration in relations between Earl and King followed in 1498, when Angus involuntarily provided James with another mistress – his own: Janet Kennedy.

Angus may have assisted James in taking those early steps in government, but in 1495 the twenty-two-year-old King finally took control. Given the calamitous reign of his father, his first priority was to demonstrate sound judgment. He did so by pursuing a policy that was bound to win the approval of his nobles and his people: conflict with England and its new, unstable, Tudor dynasty.
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1496 and 1497 War on the Border

In late 1495, James IV began harbouring the imposter who presented a remarkable challenge to the English throne. Claiming to be Richard, Duke of York, the younger of Edward IV’s two sons – immortalized in history as the Princes in the Tower – Perkin Warbeck carried out his grand pretence with sufficient plausibility that some of the great European powers accepted his story at face value. Or at least, they deemed it useful to do so, recognizing Warbeck’s potential as a lever for extracting concessions from the insecure Henry VII.

From March to November 1492 Warbeck had been at the court of Charles VIII. At that time it suited the French King to promote the Pretender’s nuisance value, as King Henry, himself a former French royal guest, was using an expedition in Brittany to act in the style of a more established English monarch. But by the end of that year Henry, just like his predecessor Edward IV, had been bought off by the French, thereby demonstrating the limitations of his military might, the unfinished nature of his business at home and France’s more pressing business elsewhere.

From France, Warbeck moved to Mechelen in the Duchy of Burgundy,1 where the Dowager Duchess, Edward IV’s sister Margaret, received him as the long-lost nephew he purported to be. Late the following year, with Margaret’s blessing, he travelled to Vienna and was treated royally by Emperor Maximilian.2 Their support for the Pretender seriously alarmed Henry, for he understood all too well the danger posed by a claimant – however precarious the claim – who enjoyed the backing of foreign powers. After all, for the best part of a decade and a half, Henry had been just such a claimant himself. Most dangerous of all would be one who, again like himself, was able to make common cause with malcontents at home. In January 1495, after months of evidence gathering by his ministers and agents, Henry exposed a conspiracy that included men at the very heart of his regime – even the titular heads of the ‘upstairs’ and ‘downstairs’ of the King’s own household, his Chamberlain (Sir William Stanley) and his Steward (Lord Fitzwalter). It seemed that they had weighed their chances with the King against those with Warbeck and, remarkably, decided for the latter; particularly so for Stanley, whose late intervention at Bosworth had been so crucial. Both men were removed, but despite Henry’s success in rooting out malcontents and his strenuous diplomatic efforts,3 foreign support for Warbeck persisted. Maximilian sponsored both a rebellion in Ireland and an attempted invasion of England, and though neither enterprise succeeded, Warbeck did gain a place on the British mainland: on 20 November James IV received him at Stirling Castle.

James was promised that the frontier town of Berwick would be returned to Scotland when Warbeck became king, but it is extremely doubtful that he viewed his guest as anything more than a counterfeit gambling chip in the game of European diplomacy. That, however, was exactly what made him such an asset. In giving Warbeck token support, James could strengthen links with Emperor Maximilian and gain recognition from Ferdinand and Isabella of Spain.

Warbeck’s prospects duly featured as the first part of the discussions when a Scottish embassy was received by Maximilian. But as soon as they tactfully could, the ambassadors, led by James’s senior minister, Bishop Elphinstone, introduced the Scots’ main business: a possible marriage between their master and the Emperor’s daughter, the widowed Margaret of Austria.4

In their turn, the Spanish joint rulers sent an embassy to James.5 The aim was to offer him false promises and persuade him to break with Warbeck, thereby neutralizing the threat to Henry. With the English throne secure, they would be in a position to proceed with the marriage of their daughter Katherine to Henry’s heir, Prince Arthur.6 The task of the ambassadors, Don Martin de Torre and Garcia de Herrera, however, was made all the harder by their arrival being delayed; as a result, their instructions from Spain arrived at the court of King James before they did. Not hesitating to open the correspondence, James learned that he was to be flattered and deceived. Thus when Torre and Herrera eventually arrived, the tables were turned: they rather than the king were ‘in the dark’. James received the ambassadors with Warbeck at his side, and took the opportunity to give a full theatrical performance, no doubt insulting both the ambassadors and the name of Henry VII. Certainly the meeting was sufficiently remarkable for Ferdinand and Isabella to write to their permanent ambassador in England expressing dismay ‘for what the King of Scotland did in the garden of the Castle, especially as our ambassadors were present’.7 This was not mere oafish rudeness by James – that was not his style at all. In a character sketch given to Ferdinand and Isabella soon afterwards, the Scottish monarch was described as ‘of noble stature, neither tall nor short, and as handsome in complexion and shape as a man can be. His address is very agreeable.’8 James’s behaviour in Stirling Castle’s garden was calculated to gain a reaction. His aim was to be noted and acknowledged by Europe’s rulers.

For, paradoxically, what the fake King of England gave the real King of Scotland was the opportunity for continental recognition of his kingdom’s independent identity. This would be one more step, perhaps even the final one, towards ensuring that Scotland’s monarch was seen as a fully independent ruler of a fully independent country.

Warbeck spent the first few months of his stay in Scotland near the King. James was an outgoing, sociable man, possessing the ability to charm ambassadors as well as to insult them. He may even have considered Warbeck congenial company. Certainly the Pretender must have had something about him to have been so well treated at so many royal courts. The two men were around the same age, given
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