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For Brettne,
 
In friendship





Elizabeth was king,

Now James is queen.

–Anonymous English author (c. 1623)

The mightiest kings have had their minions;

Great Alexander loved Hephaestion,

The conquering Hercules for Hylas wept;

And for Patroclus, stern Achilles drooped.

–Christopher Marlowe, Edward II (1594)
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

This is a private life of James VI, King of Scots, who in 1603 became James I of England. After three chapters focusing on episodes from his early years—respectively, his mother’s downfall, his education, and the end of his regencies—it aims to tell his life through the prism of the men and women James loved and those with whom he was intimate. It would, however, be impossible to write a biography of a modern constitutional monarch that made no mention of politics, much less a biography of an absolutist king or, in James’s case, of an aspiring absolutist. While this is not intended as a political life of King James, politics, foreign policy, religion, economics, and social affairs are discussed where they shaped his life. James described himself as two people existing in one body, the “particular man” and “a general Christian king,” and here the narrative is weighted to the former.1

The nomenclature of studying historical sexuality is a rich—some might say a dense—field. Reflecting on James’s love affairs with men, his former courtier Francis Osborne suggested that future generations would have a better vocabulary to describe “his love, or what else posterity will please to call it (who must be the judges of all that history shall inform).”2 I have included an appendix, explaining which terms I have used in this book and why. The appendix addresses too my approach to the lexicons of British, Scottish, English, Irish, and Welsh, as well as the vocabulary chosen in the book’s discussions of folklore, religion, and witchcraft.

James VI was fond of bestowing nicknames, some of which I have used in this book. Alexander Lindsay, 1st Lord Spynie, for instance, is most frequently referred to here by James’s nickname for him, “Sandy.” The use of private names to describe public personalities is not to every reader’s taste and, truth be told, not entirely to mine. However, this is a history with a pool of first names so small that it might better be referred to as a puddle—in the book’s principals, we have two Georges, three Alexanders, two Patricks, two Annes, a smattering of Roberts, and a seemingly inexhaustible litany of Jameses—and thus I have gratefully utilized any form of demarcation available to me and for the reader.

For a similar reason and where it has not seemed jarring to do so, I have sometimes used a royal consort’s original name: hence, James’s maternal grandmother is named as Marie of Guise rather than the anglicized Mary. With James’s wife, I have called her Anna, rather than Anne, of Denmark. She was referred to as Anne after she became queen of England and Ireland in 1603, but she was Anna as queen of Scots, as princess of Denmark and Norway, and it was as Anna that she signed herself in her correspondence.

The Jacobean aristocracies were ones with frequently changing titles; I have tried, where I could, to refer to an individual by one name throughout.3 A list of prominent figures with the name or title by which they are most frequently referred to in the text is included at the book’s end.

As will be clear to the reader, I do not believe that James VI was heterosexual. This conclusion is shared by many historians, and the belief that the King had male lovers was widespread in his lifetime.4 In the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, there were arguments that presented James as either heterosexual or asexual.5 I believe the argument that James was heterosexual or asexual is shaken by pieces of individual evidence from his lifetime and unsustainable when looking at that evidence in the cumulative. While the historiography of James’s sexuality is relevant, rather than attempt a general discussion of why I believe he was involved with his own gender, I have discussed with each relevant relationship why the individual can—or cannot—credibly be regarded as James’s lover.

I have not provided modern equivalents to sixteenth- or seventeenth-century monetary sums. This is in part because the modern figures will soon be out of date in our own economy and because of the vast differences between our century and James VI’s in regard to labor costs, as well as the cost of materials and their transport, which renders misleading any attempt to provide an equivalency.

Most citations from the Bible are from the King James Version (KJV), also known as the Authorized Version, and the names used in it for different sections and books of the Bible are used here, too. In the few instances where citation has been taken from the Geneva Bible translation, this has been specified in the endnotes.

Unless specified otherwise, translations from early modern Scots into modern English are my own, as is the responsibility for any errors. All dates are given in the Old Style, except for the year, which I have counted as beginning on January 1, as is the case in Britain today and was in most of Europe during James’s lifetime. Prior to 1752, the new legal year started in the British Isles on March 25—the Feast of the Annunciation—so, from January 1 to March 24, the British states were one calendar year behind most of the rest of western Europe.





PROLOGUE

Summer 1617

King James was led through a tunnel that ran beneath the waters of the Firth of Forth. He was forty-nine years old, of average height, with heavy-lidded eyes, a ginger beard, strong shoulders, thin legs, pale skin, and an old riding wound on his ankle that sometimes made walking painful.

He had been escorted from the mainland into a tower and, from it, down into the earth by his host, Sir George Bruce. This sixty-seven-year-old Scottish gentleman had been granted the lands nearly three decades earlier by a relative who had petitioned King James to approve the transfer of the estate. James had done so because Bruce was an engineering genius and there was coal lurking beneath the ground at Culross. The monks who had held the land in generations gone by, when Scotland had still been a Catholic country, had extracted some, but since their banishment, Culross had sat untapped.

James’s faith in Bruce’s talents was justified. He led the King into the subterranean gloom to show him a mechanism he called his “Egyptian wheel,” with thirty-six buckets that drained the shaft—eighteen ascending, eighteen descending. Bruce’s achievement had been so remarkable that engineers and miners came to Culross from across the British Isles to see how he had managed it.

Like many of his courtiers, Bruce knew King James to be a man of deep learning and sharp edges. For his part, James liked Bruce—he had previously served as a member of the Scottish parliament and as one of James’s advisers—but it was hard to know how much to trust him. James had been betrayed by his confidants before.

James emerged from the mine to find himself surrounded by water. Realizing too late that he had wandered, again, into a trap in which he could be kidnapped or killed, he decided his best—perhaps, only—chance was to shout for help.

“Treason!” the King’s screams rang across the Forth. Over and over, he repeated, “Treason!”

Such fears had followed him since the cradle. His governess had kept talismans in his childhood home to protect him from dark magic. He had seen relatives, guardians, and schoolmates bleeding in front of him. Men pushing him into his rooms when he tried to leave without permission. The arms of someone he trusted dragging him back into a tower as he screamed for help. Poison. Swords. Gunpowder. Now, drowning.

James kept shouting, heedless of the voices trying to calm him, until Bruce’s broke through. He explained that this was not an attempt to drown James in the mine but an exit and entrance to another new feature designed by Bruce—a man-made island with a small dock to facilitate the swifter extraction and transport of coal.

A boat was brought, which proved Bruce’s point, and fear released James as he was rowed back across the river to the splendid mansion Bruce had built on the shore with the money from his mines. Inside Bruce’s Great Lodging,I with its large fireplaces, fine furniture, and marks carved into the chimney to protect its residents from witches, James drank and tried to relax.

At his side was a man in his twenties, who, when they were in private together, called the King “my dear husband.”1 Tall, athletic, with blue eyes and black hair, Lord Villiers was unusually handsome.2 “From the nails of his fingers, nay, from the sole of his foot to the top of his head, there is no blemish in him,” wrote a courtier, who did not like him very much but had to concede the fineness of his appearance.3 “One of the handsomest bodied men in England,” in the words of another.4 He had straight white teeth. Once, when he had a toothache, he had considered having one removed, until the King begged him not to ruin his beautiful smile. James called him “sweetheart” in his letters, and when they were apart, Villiers liked to tease James by asking if he remembered when they first shared a bed—what Villiers called a night “I shall never forget.”5

Villiers—born George Villiers into a down-on-their-luck family of the English gentry with nothing but his looks and his mother’s determination to advance them—was the latest in a line of male favorites for King James. Long before him, there had been another who was “pre-eminently beautiful,” when plots, invasions, and espionage had loomed alongside first love or infatuation.6

Outside the Great Lodging at Culross, the grim weather that had dominated the spring and summer of 1617 continued. Villiers had been on hand before to calm James when a dark mood swept over him. It often shocked those close to the King to see just how quickly his mind leaped to the worst possible conclusion, but it should not have been a surprise, in light of everything that had happened to him. When he was eighteen, James had been described by a visitor to his court as a young man who had been “nurtured in fear.”7

Many times, James had tried to explain this to those around him. It was what he had meant when he told politicians that he felt as if his life had been “baptised in blood.”8


	I. Now called Culross Palace and operated by the National Trust.







1 A BONNY SON
 

For they that have not skill and craft

Are soonest caught in snare

–Anonymous Scottish ballad (1567)



The first of the many attempts to kill James StewartI came when he was in utero, and the plot involved his father. James’s pregnant mother Mary, Queen of Scots was hosting a supper party at Edinburgh’s Palace of Holyroodhouse on March 9, 1566, when she and her guests were interrupted by the perennially unwelcome company of her husband Henry, Lord Darnley, who sat next to her at the table and put his arm around her waist.

Darnley was the English son of Scottish parents. His father, the Earl of Lennox, was head of one of the great Scottish noble houses, and it was political disagreements with other aristocrats that had forced him to flee to England as a young man. There he married King Henry VIII’s niece, whose Scottish father had taken her to England in her infancy after he too had fallen afoul of rival factions in his homeland’s aristocracy. Years later, when Mary, Queen of Scots was looking for a husband, Darnley’s parents had sent him to Scotland in the successful hope that the Queen would be attracted to him politically and physically. Mary described Darnley as one of the best-looking gentlemen she had ever seen, and their wedding took place on July 29, 1565. Their union, which was to provide Mary with a noble-born, royally connected father for her future heirs, rapidly disintegrated under the strain of political and emotional resentments.

Tall, athletic, handsome, and spoiled out of the vaguest possibility of usefulness by his adoring parents, Darnley proved that his infidelity to his wife had extended from personal to political as he was followed into the small dining chamber by a group of men armed with “steel bonnets, guns, pistols, swords… and other weapons.”1 Mary, by then six or seven months pregnant with James, demanded to know why they had disturbed her. An armor-wearing Lord Ruthven,II a forty-five-year-old Protestant and former rebel, replied that it was one guest in particular who had provoked them, “yonder man Davie,” Mary’s Italian secretary and confidant, David Riccio.III The conspirators ordered Riccio to come with them. Mary, described even by her enemies as having an appearance of “excellent beauty,” turned to her husband and asked, “What do you know about this?”2 Many other courtiers had liked the well-dressed Riccio, describing him as “a merry fellow and a good musician,” with a beautiful bass singing voice, through which he had first come to Mary’s notice, only afterward rising in her credit thanks to his fluency in French and knowledge of European diplomacy.3 Mary’s husband and his allies were less enthusiastic. According to another of Mary’s advisers, as Riccio the foreigner rose in the Queen’s favor, he became “much envied and hated,” and “some of the nobility would shoulder and scoot him by when they entered the queen’s chamber.”4

Their intrusion upon the Queen’s dinner party was more menacing than the contemptuous shoves that had come before, as were Darnley’s unjust accusations that Mary and her secretary were lovers and that “David had more company of her body than he for the space of two months.”5 Riccio had feared an attack against him for some time, and it had prompted him to seek the advice of a colleague in Mary’s service, Sir James Melville, as to how he could make himself more popular.6 According to Melville, “I told him that strangersIV were commonly envied when they meddled too much in the affairs of other countries. He said he, being secretary to Her Majesty in the French tongue, had occasion thereby to occupy Her Majesty’s ear, as her former secretary used to do. I answered again that it was thought that the greatest part of the affairs of the country passed through his hands, and advised him, when the nobility was present, to give them [their] place.”7

Even if he had heeded Melville’s advice, which he did not, Riccio may have been damned as collateral damage to the cabal of noblemen who hoped to undermine Mary’s regime by attacking her unpopular confidant. The palace gates had been barred at sunset to prevent the escape of a victim or the arrival of help for the Queen; Darnley had then let the conspirators enter through his apartments, from where he led them up the narrow private staircase toward his wife’s.

As Riccio cowered behind his employer, grabbing hold of her skirts and begging the men to show him mercy, the plotters moved forward “so rudely and irreverently that the table, candles, meat and dishes were overthrown.”8 This was according to Sir James Melville, who was in the palace that night but not at the supper and heard about it later from one of the eyewitnesses. He was almost right in his account, except for the detail about the candles. As the table flipped over, one of the Queen’s guests—her half sister the Countess of ArgyllV—had enough presence of mind to catch a candelabrum and hold on to it as the others fell to the floor. From its light, they saw another of the plotters reach into Darnley’s scabbard, extract his dagger, and slice past the Queen; it came so close to her face that “she felt the coldness of the iron.”9 It then stabbed into Riccio, who began “making great shrieks and cries.”10 Using Darnley’s dagger showed chilling forethought, as it would make it harder for Darnley to weasel his way out of complicity in the assassination later.

Mary continued to shield Riccio from the attackers, until Lord Ruthven’s nephew Andrew Kerr of Fawdonside manhandled her to one side and pointed a pistol at her belly. From that point onward, she had to watch as, in her own words, the men “most cruelly took him forth.”11 They dragged Riccio from the room. Mary and her guests could hear his sobs and screams, punctuated by stab after stab, until both sets of noise fell silent. Kerr let Mary go and left with most of his fellow conspirators. Ruthven could not resist returning to offer Mary a short lecture on how her actions had forced them to kill her adviser, since she had favored a lowly born foreigner who was “enemy to the nobility” and whom she had preferred to her husband.12 In a moment of dark comedy given what he had just done, Ruthven respected etiquette by asking if he had Her Majesty’s permission to drink in her presence. Sweating in his armor, he finished a goblet of wine in a gulp. Before he and Darnley slunk off into the palace, Mary told Ruthven, “If I or my child die, you will have the blame thereof.”13 When Mary could bring herself to leave the chamber, she found Riccio’s corpse with fifty-six stab wounds lying in her Outer Chamber, the audience hall next to her bedchamber.

As Sunday morning dawned a few hours later, Mary spotted her adviser Sir James Melville crossing the palace courtyard. She flung open a window and called him over to her. “Go to the provost of Edinburgh,” she ordered, “and bid him in my name convene the town with speed and come and relieve me out of these traitors’ hands. But run fast.”14 Detained by a suspicious conspirator who initially refused to open the gates for him, Melville used their shared Protestant faith to persuade him by “saying that I was only going to a sermon at St Giles’s church.”15 Once he was safely beyond the palace walls, Melville delivered Queen Mary’s message to the city’s authorities, only to discover that Darnley had sent an order the night before, urging them to remain calm, no matter what they heard from the palace. With no help coming from the city, Mary had to rely on her own wits to escape.

She never believed that Riccio had been the only target of the night’s violence. She was certain that the plotters had meant to traumatize her into miscarrying her child, robbing her of an heir and quite possibly her life by shocking her into an early labor. With Mary incapacitated or dead, Darnley might be installed as regent or king in name—and his allies’ puppet in reality. Only one source records Mary wiping her face with a handkerchief to famously say, “No more tears! I will now think upon revenge.”16 Whether she said it or not, it captured the spirit of her response to the plot.

The next day—Monday—when Darnley came to see her, Mary made sure to sow discord between him and the other conspirators. Given that her palace was surrounded by his allies, Darnley’s support was the only way she could hope to escape. She had no choice but to convince her husband that she had forgiven him and that she regretted their previous estrangement. She also needed him at her side when she gave birth. For Darnley to have accused Mary of adultery when she was pregnant would, as Darnley must have known, leave that child battling accusations of illegitimacy for the rest of his or her life. Only by his being with Mary when the child was born could she hope to silence, or at the very least quiet, those rumors.

She succeeded in fooling Darnley into believing that she still loved him and begged him to protect her. He promised to do so and heeded his wife’s warnings that he would soon be betrayed by his fellow assassins. She duped her illegitimate half brother, the political heavyweight the Earl of Moray, with a guarantee that she would pardon all those involved in Riccio’s death. Trusting in Darnley’s loyalty and in Mary’s promises of absolution for all involved, the plotters left the Queen in her husband’s care. That night, she and Darnley slipped out of Holyroodhouse by a side door, passing through the palace’s cemetery, which unfortunately meant they had to walk past Riccio’s freshly dug grave. Darnley struggled to hold back tears and launched into an impromptu graveside monologue of contrition for his role in the assassination. When he had finished his soliloquy, servants were waiting with horses for them in the grounds, and they escaped the city under cover of darkness, though not as speedily as Darnley might have liked. Knowing what the men he was abandoning were capable of, he kept chivvying his pregnant wife to ride faster: “Come on! In God’s Name, come on! By God’s Blood, they will murder both you and me if they can catch us. Come on! If this baby dies, we can have more.”17 Mary replied that, if he was so worried about being caught, he should ride on at speed, alone. Mistaking sarcasm for support, Darnley urged his horse on and left Mary, with her attendants, on the road.

After five hours in the saddle, Mary joined her husband at Dunbar Castle. Helped off her horse by waiting servants, she asked for eggs for her breakfast and then greeted supporters who had ridden there to aid her, thanks to the surreptitious resourcefulness of one of her ladies-in-waiting, who had also helped organize the royals’ escape from Edinburgh.

Having robbed the plotters of their useful idiot in Darnley, Mary then brilliantly divided them among themselves by offering pardons to those who had supported the plot but refusing to extend that mercy to those involved in the killing itself. The conspiracy fell apart as more and more of its supporters abandoned the assassins and made their way to Dunbar to accept the Queen’s conditional offer of clemency. Suddenly bereft of allies, the plot’s leaders fled to England.

By the time a triumphant Mary reentered Edinburgh at the head of eight thousand loyalist soldiers on March 18, nine days after Riccio’s murder, Darnley was battling with a new jealousy—this time for one of his wife’s most stalwart supporters, the handsome and aggressive James Hepburn, 4th Earl of Bothwell.VI When it came time for their child’s birth, Mary and Darnley set up residence at Edinburgh Castle, the magnificent twelfth-century hilltop fortress overlooking the capital. Mary sent for a holy relic—the silver-gilt skull of her ancestor Saint Margaret of Wessex, Queen of Scots—and kept it with her until, after a long and difficult labor, Mary gave birth to “a bonny son” at about eleven o’clock in the morning of June 19.18 The child was named James in honor of Mary’s father, King James V, and his four immediate predecessors on the Scottish throne. Still anxious over Darnley’s insinuations about her relationship with Riccio, when he came to see his child Mary made a point of swearing, on damnation of her soul, with James in her arms, that “this is your son, and no other man’s son!”19 Darnley had the grace to blush and kissed James on the forehead, a gesture that acknowledged James as his own in front of the gathered courtiers and servants. Passed over to the care of Helena Little, his wet nurse, the baby Duke of Rothesay—the traditional title for the heirs to the throne in Scotland—was also created Earl of Carrick, Cunningham, and Kyle, Lord of the Isles, and Baron of Renfrew by his mother. With a household staff, he was sent to the “sweeter and pleasanter air” of Stirling Castle, about thirty-five miles from Edinburgh.20

With their baby born and acknowledged, Mary could abandon the charade of reconciliation. Sometimes, she would ask Darnley to think about what would have happened if the conspirator’s pistol had gone off on the night it had been pointing at her pregnant womb. Darnley was initially perplexed by Mary’s change of heart and, during one such argument, asked, “Sweet Madam, is this your promise that you made to forgive and forget all?” Mary replied that she had forgiven him, which was a lie, but that she could not forget what he had done to her, which was true.21 Darnley soon swung back to recriminations of his own, by encouraging gossip that his wife had started an affair with Lord Bothwell.22 Exhausted by her husband’s behavior and perhaps able to take stock of what had happened to her that night at Holyroodhouse only once she had finished dealing with its political consequences, Mary suffered a physical and then a nervous breakdown. She vomited blood, was bedridden with a fever, and intermittently lost consciousness.

When she returned to her duties, she and her supporters knew that something had to be done about Darnley. Divorce or, more accurately, annulment was considered at a secret conference at Craigmillar Castle, a property just outside Edinburgh that was owned by a family loyal to Mary. The Queen and her husband were first cousins, as grandchildren of the English princess Margaret Tudor. They were also both Catholics and, before their wedding, Pope Pius IV had provided the necessary dispensation for the cousins to become spouses. As James’s birth proved, the marriage had been consummated, so there were no credible grounds on which Mary could apply to Rome for its liquidation. Furthermore, the dissolution of the royal marriage might put James’s legitimacy up for debate, something Mary was loath to risk. Even if she was prepared to do so, the Vatican might take years to reach a decision, and Darnley needed to be disposed of as soon as possible. Lord Bothwell joined Mary and her inner circle of advisers at the Craigmillar discussions, during which the Queen allegedly told them that she would leave the matter in their hands and would ensure that Parliament retrospectively sanctioned their actions against Darnley. The plan seemed to be that in the new year Darnley would be arrested to stand trial and, if he resisted or seemed to resist arrest, he would be killed in an alleged scuffle.

The meeting at Craigmillar Castle took place in November 1566. Keeping Darnley close in the weeks following was a sensible if unpleasant precaution. The next month, the couple traveled together to Stirling Castle for their son’s baptism, where Darnley did nothing for his cause by throwing a last-minute temper tantrum that ended with him sulking in his rooms rather than attending the christening. At the Catholic ceremony in the castle’s chapel, Mary delivered a stunning performance in pretending that nothing was wrong. As a Catholic queen in a predominantly Protestant country, her choice of godparents for James was pragmatically ecumenical. Three godparents were customary, two of whom were traditionally the same gender as the child. The Catholic King Charles IX of France and Emmanuel Philibert, Duke of SavoyVII were invited to stand as the child’s godfathers, which they accepted, as did his Protestant godmother, Queen Elizabeth I of England. In a gesture of solidarity with her Scottish cousin and disgust at the Riccio killing, Queen Elizabeth had ordered her ambassador to ignore Darnley, a diplomatic insult that may have prompted Darnley’s pique. As a nod to the King of France as the senior godfather, the baby was baptized with the names Charles James, although it was the second by which he was universally known. All three godparents sent proxies to the christening, along with lavish gifts—the Duke of Savoy sent a jewel-encrusted peacock feather fan for Queen Mary, and the English queen gave a golden font for the baptism itself, during which the baby prince was held in the arms of his Protestant aunt, the Countess of Argyll.

James’s christening was followed by three days of celebrations at Stirling, which included firework displays, balls, bonfires, and banquets by torchlight in the castle’s Great Hall. Their splendor did not ameliorate Protestant distress at the Prince’s baptism into the Catholic faith. As punishment for participating in the Catholic ceremony at Stirling, the Countess of Argyll was required by the Presbyterian Church to perform public penance; the process involved sitting in a special chair in front of the congregation on Sundays, often wearing a sign detailing your sin.23 The number of Sundays was left to the discretion of the clergyman. Nor did the christening’s festivities distract any of the guests from gossiping about Darnley’s absence or speculating on the state of the royal marriage.

By February, Darnley was suffering from ill-health. His enemies later claimed, almost certainly inaccurately, that he had syphilis. With a small staff, he was moved into a mansion on the outskirts of Edinburgh called the House at Kirk o’ Field. Still determined to keep an eye on him, Mary visited her husband often and even on one occasion spent the night, albeit in a separate bedroom. During her visits, Mary seemed sympathetic to her husband. She may have been acting, she may have been sincere, she may have oscillated between the two. Darnley, once again, was apparently convinced and in letters to his father described Mary as “my love the Queen” and “[my] natural and loving wife.”24 Another of Mary’s illegitimate half siblings, Lord Robert Stewart—their father, James V, was not known for his love of sleeping alone—had been present as a guest at the fatal dinner party at which David Riccio was murdered. Despite this, he too suddenly felt sorry for Darnley and warned him that he would lose his life if he did not leave Kirk o’ Field at the first opportunity. An agitated Darnley repeated this to the Queen, who asked Robert what he had meant. Frightened by whoever he knew to be plotting against Darnley, Robert answered that he had been speaking nonsense.

On February 9, 1567, the Queen called to see her husband in the afternoon. It was the last Sunday before Lent, so Mary and the Catholics in her household hoped to enjoy themselves before the more somber forty days preceding Easter. She told Darnley of a busy day that had begun with her attendance at the wedding at Holyroodhouse of courtier Bastien Pages, one of those who had helped organize the celebrations at Stirling for James’s christening. Pages’s wedding Mass had been followed for the Queen by a farewell lunch for the outgoing ambassador from Savoy, at which her new favorite, Lord Bothwell, had also been a guest. Mary had announced her intention to spend the night at Kirk o’ Field when a retainer reminded her that Bastien Pages’s wedding dance was being held at Holyroodhouse that night and she had promised to attend. Darnley was extremely upset at Mary’s change of plan, unmollified by her gift of a ring as she left, and ordered his valet to bring him a bottle of wine to drink alone. As she prepared to mount her horse in the house’s courtyard, Mary was surprised to spot one of Lord Bothwell’s servants, a man called Paris. He was covered in dirt or soot.

“Jesu, Paris!” she exclaimed. “How begrimedVIII you are!”

A few hours later, a half-naked Darnley ran through the mansion’s gardens. The sky lit up behind him as the House at Kirk o’ Field became the first building in British history to be blown apart by gunpowder. As the light and sound of its destruction roused a sleeping Edinburgh, Darnley kept running. Somehow, his valet had found out just in time to rouse his master, and the two men scaled the mansion’s walls moments before the fuse was lit.

Their luck stopped running before they did. We do not know who was waiting for them in the gardens. Whoever it was, they had left nothing to chance. Just in case Darnley escaped immolation, his killers hid by the hedges, where they caught the twenty-one-year-old and strangled him. They did the same to his valet, William Taylor, then dumped the two bodies in the garden, where they were found the next morning. The explosion that destroyed Kirk o’ Field had been strong enough to shake the windows of Holyroodhouse, where Mary was asleep in her bedchamber. She allegedly awoke screaming, mistaking it in the seconds after sleep for the sound of another coup.

Who killed Lord Darnley remains one of Scottish history’s most famous unsolved mysteries. Thanks to his personality and actions, there were plenty of suspects. He had managed to offend nearly everybody in his short time as Mary’s consort. The most popular conclusion was that he had been killed by those loyal to his wife—and the question of how much Mary knew remains controversial—but some wondered if Darnley himself had ordered the house stocked with gunpowder with the intention of luring his wife to spend one more night there, killing her in an explosion, and then assuming the regency for baby James. He allegedly had horses saddled and ready to leave at five o’clock in the morning on the night he had expected Mary to sleep at Kirk o’ Field, only for her plans to change at the last moment because of Bastien Pages’s wedding ball. Had somebody, perhaps Lord Bothwell, discovered this plan, maybe thanks to the sooty investigations of his servant Paris, and then decided to give Darnley a taste of his own medicine?25 Others accused Darnley’s former allies of murdering him in revenge for his betrayal of them and reconciliation with Queen Mary.

Almost as soon as the citizens had finished rummaging through the rubble for survivors, public opinion demanded justice for Kirk o’ Field. Being killed in a fight was one thing; to be strangled, unarmed, defenseless, and in his night clothes, was dishonorable. The English government added their voice to the cry, as did Darnley’s grieving and enraged parents, the Earl and Countess of Lennox, who believed Mary had been fully complicit in their son’s murder. This was in contrast to Queen Elizabeth, who told the Spanish ambassador to London, “[I] cannot believe the Queen of Scotland can be to blame for so dreadful a thing, notwithstanding the murmurs of the people.”26 The Scottish Parliament defied international and public opinion by formally acquitting the chief suspect, Lord Bothwell, who had a town crier parade through the streets of the capital proclaiming the verdict. It made no difference. Among the citizens of Edinburgh, the consensus was that Darnley had been murdered by Bothwell, the Queen’s lover who hoped to become her husband. Suspicions were heightened by rumors, which proved correct, that Bothwell had gathered potential supporters at a local tavern, where he had convinced them to sign a bond in which they pledged to support him in divorcing his wife and marrying the Queen. Mocking pamphlets circulated, pinned not just to the walls of ordinary buildings but to the palace gates, in which the Queen was depicted as a mermaid, a popular symbol for a prostitute.

In contrast, Darnley’s sins were wiped away by death. Pictures were printed showing the night of the murder, with Darnley’s and Taylor’s bodies lying in the garden. Across the left-hand side of the image, a speech bubble curled like smoke from a cradle containing Prince James, robbed of his noble father by ignoble assassins, and pleading, “Judge and avenge my cause, O Lord.” It was the first time that words were put into James’s mouth by others.

As the situation around her spiraled, Mary suffered another collapse. This one proved even more severe than her first. Still wearing black for Darnley—she insisted on full mourning for forty days, with daily Requiem Masses—she granted an audience to the English ambassador, who was shown into “a dark chamber, so as I could not see her face”; some suspected that the woman he spoke with in that room was not Mary, but one of her heavy-veiled ladies-in-waiting impersonating her on her orders, because Mary was still too unwell to receive visitors.27 Six weeks later, on April 21, the Queen was strong enough to go to Stirling to visit her son. James was ten months old, in good health, and his mother spent several days with him.

Mary was distressed and perplexed by how her life had come to this. By the time she had reached her son’s age, she was already a monarch. Her father’s death had made her queen when she was six days old. According to legend, James V died of a broken heart at news of his army’s defeat by England’s; more likely, he succumbed to cholera.28 The consequences of the continuing war against England fell to his widow, Mary’s mother, the French noblewoman Marie of Guise; to prevent Mary being captured by the English army or Scottish rebels, Marie subsequently sent her infant daughter to live with her relatives in France. Marie remained in Scotland, eventually becoming regent in her daughter’s name. The House of Guise was one of the great families of the French aristocracy; they were one step from the throne in their ambition and soon, thanks to Mary’s betrothal to King Henri II’s eldest son, in blood.

Educated in France, Mary had never expected to spend much of her life in Scotland, despite being its reigning queen. At the time of her marriage to the future King François II, she had signed a secret promise whereby Scottish independence would be forfeited to France if she predeceased her husband.29 The consequences of that never came to fruition—meningitis ended François’s life, aged sixteen, and left seventeen-year-old Mary as a widow.30 Mary’s own mother had recently died, having succeeded in holding the Scottish throne for Mary but failing utterly to prevent the spread of Protestantism in the country. With her husband’s death and then her mother’s, Mary’s future was in Scotland, where her illegitimate half brother the Earl of Moray had assumed power as regent after Queen Marie’s death.

On Mary’s return in August 1561, Moray relinquished the regency and remained at his half sister’s side as her most prominent, and arguably most competent, adviser. She faced formidable challenges. In the months between her mother’s death and Mary’s return, Parliament abolished papal authority in Scotland. The founder of the new Scottish Protestant denomination of Presbyterianism, John Knox, wielded immense influence, and while he was left distressed when he reduced Mary to tears during their first meeting, it did not stop him calling on his followers to protest at the palace against the Queen’s continued attendance at Catholic religious services. The power of the Presbyterian Kirk—from the Scottish word for “church”—extended into the aristocracy, where it had attracted the support of a faction called the Lords of the Congregation. They could be counted upon to promote the Kirk’s agenda at the expense of the Crown’s, as they had shown when they enthusiastically supported the anti-papal legislation of 1560. Nor was Mary initially helped much in Scotland by her education, which had focused on preparing her to be a French queen consort rather than a Scottish queen regnant.IX It is not true, however, as is often assumed, that she spoke with a French accent. She did so when speaking French; otherwise, as an Irish lawyer who met her in 1569 recorded, she spoke with a Scottish accent.31

Given all the obstacles in her way, perhaps what was most remarkable was the success Mary made of her personal rule in Scotland for the first four or five years. Then came the marriage to Darnley. This alienated Mary’s brother Moray, who felt that his place as her adviser had been taken by the incompetent Darnley and then by the detested Riccio. Darnley had wanted the Crown Matrimonial, which would make him Mary’s co-ruler and heir, rather than simply her consort. Mary made him Duke of Albany and Earl of Ross, and he was even ceremonially referred to as King Henry, but, belatedly realizing the defects in his character, she resisted giving him political authority.32 The rot accelerated in their marriage as the denial of the Crown Matrimonial left Darnley in a mood of aggrieved and porous stupidity that led directly to his role as a pawn for disaffected nobles, who promised to give him that crown if he helped them kill Riccio and bully the pregnant Queen. In the aftermath of Riccio’s murder and then Darnley’s, this was the inheritance Mary might leave for James if the situation did not improve—sectarian divisions, a Presbyterian Kirk strong enough to challenge the government, a powerful nobility with constantly shifting loyalties, and the widespread suspicion that his father had been murdered on his mother’s orders.

As she grappled with the enormity of the task facing her, Mary spent three days with James.33 The Earl of Mar, head of James’s household at Stirling, refused her request that he hand James over so that she could bring him back to Edinburgh with her. Mar justified his defiance with the explanation that “he had in his keeping the treasure of the kingdom and would not risk losing it.”34 To expose the ten-month-old Duke of Rothesay to the politically fraught environment in Edinburgh was a great risk, yet Mar’s resolute refusal also showed how denuded Mary’s authority had become, even in her own court. On Wednesday, April 23, she kissed James goodbye, left with her retinue, and never saw her son again.

Six miles from Edinburgh, at the main bridge crossing the Almond River, Mary and her entourage of about forty found their way blocked by four hundred armed horsemen, whose leader, her favorite Lord Bothwell, informed her that the capital city had risen against her. Mary went with him to Dunbar Castle, the same place to which she had fled after David Riccio’s murder. Bothwell, who had made no secret of his desire to marry Mary, had fabricated the uprising in Edinburgh to trick Mary into coming with him. Once she was behind the walls of Dunbar Castle, he raped her, after which Mary—desperate to conform to contemporary standards that would have cast aspersions on her honor if she had sex outside marriage, even if that intercourse was not consensual—agreed to marry him. Some insight into her devastated mental state can be gained by the fact that, despite being a Catholic queen who was conscious of her dignity, she agreed to marry Bothwell in a Protestant ceremony at four o’clock in the morning with almost no guests. Bothwell’s family—the Hepburns—were suspected of witchcraft, and there were whispers that Bothwell had picked four o’clock as the time of the wedding after consulting with necromancers, who helped him control the Queen by casting spells that befuddled her further.35

Some, however, were not convinced that Mary was in any way confused. Her detractors claimed that Mary was to show at several stages in her life that she had no qualms about lying, especially when it came to politics. Out of necessity, she often adopted two or three mutually contradictory policies while she waited to see which one would bear fruit. The alternative account of the 1567 abduction is that it was staged and that Mary and Bothwell had been lovers long before her captivity at Dunbar Castle. Just like everybody else in Edinburgh, Mary knew of Bothwell’s hopes of marrying her, especially after his recent divorce from his wife, Lady Jean Gordon; Lady Jean had been persuaded to cooperate by her family, who were promised royal favor once Bothwell was Mary’s consort. Bothwell and his father had been among the most loyal supporters of her mother’s regency, Mary had trusted Bothwell since her time as Queen of France, and the Papal Nuncio to Scotland had described him as “the Queen’s most trusty and obedient adherent.”36 Mary’s critics suspected that she had wanted to marry Bothwell, who had been her right-hand man since the Riccio killing; she knew that Bothwell was a strong and capable warrior, who would be of great help to her in securing her regime after the scandal of Darnley’s murder. Given some contemporary attitudes towards sexual coercion, allegations that he was a rapist would not have severely damaged Bothwell’s reputation, especially since the thirty-three-year-old seemed indifferent to what anybody thought of him. In his early twenties, he had had an affair with Janet Beaton, a five-times-married mother of seven who was so ageless in her beauty that she was nicknamed “the Wizard Lady of Branxholm.” There were mutual allegations of sorcery from the couple after their relationship broke down. During his subsequent travels in Europe, he had seduced, exploited, pretended to marry, then abandoned a Norwegian heiress. At their castle at Haddington, Bothwell had sex in the church steeple with the local blacksmith’s twenty-year-old daughter, Bessie, who was employed as a seamstress by Bothwell’s wife.37

To protect the Queen’s reputation, Mary and Bothwell allegedly agreed in advance for him to “abduct” her to make it appear to the public that she had no choice but to marry him. Her critics claimed that this also explained her unusual request to take her infant son from the safety of Stirling, because she wanted to have James with her when she eloped with Bothwell. This would prevent James being seized by his mother and stepfather’s enemies, who might attempt to proclaim him king in his mother’s stead.

The confusion over what happened at Dunbar extended even to those close to the Queen. Mary’s adviser Sir James Melville, who, crucially, was at Dunbar on the night of the abduction, was under no illusions about what had transpired, writing later in his memoirs, “The Queen could not but marry him, seeing he had ravished her and lain with her against her will.”38 This was contradicted by Sir William Kircaldy, who would later lose his life defending Mary’s cause. He claimed that the Queen had told him that she loved Lord Bothwell so much that she would follow him to the ends of the earth, even if it meant losing everything.39 Captain Blackater, a soldier in Bothwell’s service, told a disbelieving Melville, while they were traveling to Dunbar, that the abduction was staged “with the Queen’s own consent.”40 Mary confided in her confessor Father Mameret that she had married the Protestant Lord Bothwell to heal the sectarian divisions in Scotland, which might indicate that she entered the marriage willingly, but may conversely have been what Mary told herself and Father Mameret in the trauma following her abduction and assault.41 In terms of firsthand testimony from Mary herself, there is a letter that she sent to the Bishop of Dunblane shortly after the wedding, in which she wrote of Bothwell, “Albeit we found his doings rude,X yet were his words and answers gentle.”42

Given that Mary was physically and mentally unwell for months, it is possible that Bothwell took advantage of this by manipulating and, later, sexually abusing her. Mary’s recollections to the Bishop of Dunblane—in which she contrasts Bothwell’s aggressive actions with his gentle words—suggest that she may have been left discombobulated by Bothwell’s oscillation between outright aggression and tactical adoration.43 Equally credible is the scenario whereby Mary and Bothwell’s relationship began consensually, then subsequently degenerated into one of control and abuse. With the evidence remaining incomplete and likely to stay that way after so many years, the circumstances of the Bothwell marriage will continue to provoke debate.44

Its consequences are far less ambiguous. The rebellions that Bothwell had fabricated to justify his marriage were turned into a reality by it. The Queen’s wedding sparked public outrage, speculation, and uprisings that wove together to sweep Mary off her throne. When her army was defeated by the rebels and she was captured, she was led back into Edinburgh through crowds screaming, “Burn the whore!”45 By then pregnant with twins she had conceived with Bothwell, Mary was imprisoned and moved to the island fortress at Lochleven, where she suffered the miscarriage of her twins and a third breakdown, during which her enemies pressured her into abdicating. Bothwell, with a price on his head, fled north with Mary’s permission. He escaped to the Orkney Islands, from where he sailed to Norway and then to Denmark; the Danish king negotiated with the Scottish rebels, who encouraged him to detain Bothwell in Denmark.

The new Scottish government decided to keep Mary, who turned twenty-five that December, under house arrest. Her estranged half brother Lord Moray resumed his duties as regent—this time for James, who, carried in the arms of his governess, was taken from his nursery at Stirling Castle for his coronation in the local parish church of the Holy Rude.XI The ceremony was a calculated repudiation of his mother’s Catholicism. The sermon was preached by John Knox, one of his mother and grandmother’s harshest critics, who took as his subject the life of the biblical monarch Athaliah, Queen of Judah. Athaliah was Jezebel’s daughter and, like her mother, overturned the worship of God in favor of reintroducing idolatry. Knox’s sermon also touched on Athaliah’s grandson King Joash, whose father was murdered when he was an infant; afterward Joash was saved by godly loyalists, who hid him in the Temple in Jerusalem until a rebellion overthrew sinful Athaliah in favor of Joash.46 It did not take a theologian to decipher Knox’s point.

Following the sermon, the Protestant Bishop of Orkney anointed with holy oil the baby’s forehead, shoulder blades, and the palms of his hands. The crown was then touched to James’s head; the sword, representing the monarch’s military duties in protecting his kingdom, and the scepter, denoting his promise to uphold the law, were brought to touch the child’s hands. At each of these moments, more prayers were said.47 The oath was sworn on James’s behalf by the Earl of Morton, who had been a member of his mother’s government until he betrayed her by helping lock down Holyroodhouse for the plotters on the night of Riccio’s assassination. After the coronation, fireworks erupted over Stirling as they had at James’s christening, while the sounds of “shooting of cannon and feasting” rang out to celebrate the coronation of His Grace James VI, By The Grace of God King of Scots.48 He was thirteen months old.






2 CAIN BAIRN
 

I was alone, without father or mother, brother or sister.

James VI, King of Scots (1589)



Still in his cradle, James had become his mother’s replacement, rival, and rebuke. Within weeks of his coronation, his mother insisted that James was a false king, through no fault of his own but due to the treachery of those who had crowned him. Once she had recovered her health on her island prison at Lochleven, the former queen revoked her abdication on the grounds that it had been elicited under duress. In correspondence with her half brother the Regent Moray, she tried to negotiate a compromise concerning her return to power. Moray rebuffed this, while Mary rejected the advice of supporters who urged her to initiate divorce proceedings against Bothwell, a move that they hoped would draw many people back to her cause.1

With talks at an impasse, Mary walked out of Lochleven under the cover of darkness on May 2, 1568, disguised as a servant. The guards who were supposed to be watching her were passed out in a stupor. Two teenagers who had been living in the castle—George Douglas and his kinsman William, quite possibly George’s illegitimate nephew and nicknamed “Wee Willie” in the household—had been so impressed by Mary that they agreed to help her escape, despite George’s brother (and possibly Willie’s father) serving as Mary’s chief jailer. George returned to the mainland, where he passed messages to Mary’s adherents. On the pre-agreed night, Willie, who had remained on the island, got his colleagues drooling drunk. When they were halfway between a good time and unconsciousness, Willie stole the keys from them and opened the castle gates. Once the escape party was on the other side, Willie threw the keys into the mouth of a cannon and knocked holes in all the boats, bar one. Mary and two of her ladies, also disguised, boarded the undamaged boat, which took them to the opposite shore. When they arrived, George Douglas was waiting with horses for them.

By the time the guards at Lochleven had come to, realized what had happened, raised the alarm, and talked George’s hungover and hysterical brother out of killing himself, Mary was well on her way to the fortress at Dumbarton, where her supporters—known as the Queen’s Party or the Marians—flocked to join her. The King’s Party—those who fought for Moray’s regime but in baby James’s name—rallied at Moray’s base at the city of Glasgow. The two armies met at the Battle of Langside, which the Queen’s Party lost. To the surprise of her adviser Sir James Melville, Mary’s courage deserted her. Years earlier, Mary’s uncle the Duke of Guise had told her, “you are as brave as my bravest men-at-arms. If women went into battle now, as they did in ancient times, I think you would know how to die well.”2 Melville, who also considered Mary one of the most courageous people he had ever met, wrote that, after Langside, his queen “took so great a fear that she rested never” as she sought to evade recapture by her enemies.3

Politically and militarily, all was not lost for the Queen’s Party even after defeat at Langside but, in the post-battle panic, Mary could be forgiven for believing that it was. She fled south, riding through the night without stopping for food or water, until she reached the Catholic abbey of Dundrennan, where she was granted sanctuary. The next morning—May 16, 1568—she stepped onto a fishing boat that carried her across the Solway Firth to England, where she begged for and received asylum from her cousin Queen Elizabeth.I Mary’s opponents were worried about a mooted meeting between the two queens and by rumors of Elizabeth’s sympathy for Mary. Elizabeth’s monarchist instincts recoiled at the overthrow of a fellow sovereign, and there were concerns that, if the cousins met for the first time, Mary might persuade Elizabeth to transform that sympathy into support. To prevent this, Lord Moray went south to England with documents that seemed to prove Mary’s complicity in Darnley’s murder and her adultery with Bothwell. Known as the Casket Letters, it is highly unlikely that they are authentic in their entirety; nonetheless, they achieved their purpose of decimating Mary’s credibility in England.4 They certainly helped the faction in the English government who did not want to see Catholic Mary restored to a foreign throne with their money. The new Scottish government refused to take Mary back, and since Elizabeth could not leave Mary at liberty in case she became a rallying point to disaffected English Catholics, the deposed Queen of Scots was kept in the limbo of luxurious detention in the English countryside.

Even as an exile, Mary continued to enjoy substantial support from the Scottish aristocracy and not, as some of her critics claimed, solely from her fellow Catholics. Of the kingdom’s nineteen earls,II only five had attended James’s coronation at Stirling, whereas twelve, including several Protestants, supported Mary.5 This split within the aristocracy ensured that the question of Mary’s and James’s competing status dominated Scottish politics for half a decade after Mary’s escape to England.

The resulting political chaos claimed the lives of James’s first two regents, who consecutively ruled Scotland during his youth. In 1570, James’s uncle Lord Moray acquired the unfortunate distinction of becoming the first head of government to be killed by a firearm when he was shot while riding through the streets of Linlithgow, a town twenty miles to the west of Edinburgh. Although he had been nicknamed “the Good Regent” by many in Scotland, Moray was detested by Mary’s supporters, including the House of Hamilton, one of the great families of the aristocracy, who hired his assassin.6 In retaliation, the Roman Catholic Archbishop of St. Andrews—a Hamilton who had helped plot Moray’s murder—was kidnapped and hanged by the King’s Party.7

Five months later, in September 1571, the new regent—James’s grandfather Matthew Stewart, 4th Earl of Lennox—was shot in the back in a skirmish at Stirling with the Queen’s Party. Lennox managed to ride back behind the castle walls before he collapsed off his horse. In the chaos, nobody was watching James, who wandered out of his rooms and saw his grandfather—wounded and bleeding—carried past him by frightened retainers.8 Lennox interrupted their panicked chatter to ask about his grandson’s well-being, saying, “If the bairnIII be well, all is well.”9 From his deathbed, Lennox asked for a clergyman to soothe his soul and a doctor to soothe his wound, for his servants to tell his wife that he loved her, and for them all to keep James safe. Devastated by the murder of his son Lord Darnley, Lennox had stayed in Scotland to protect his grandson, secure his family’s estates, and sustain the coup against his daughter-in-law. As his concern in extremis for “the bairn” showed, he had been a loving grandfather to James, and his death robbed the child of the last close relative in Scotland with whom he was in regular contact.

Lord Mar was appointed as Lennox’s successor in government. He lasted thirteen months before stress sent him into the grave.10 He was replaced by James’s fourth regent and distant cousin, the grim but competent Earl of Morton. By then, most of the Marian earls had, with varying degrees of reluctance, prostrated themselves to pragmatism and accepted the new regime. Morton turned his attentions on the last serious bastion of Marian loyalism, Edinburgh Castle, which surrendered to siege in the summer of 1573.11 After the castle’s fall, many in the defeated garrison were allowed to leave as free men. Aristocrats on the losing side tended to be punished more severely, as those with greater wealth to their name made for more attractive candidates for confiscation. A few of those who lost their fortunes saved their lives by escaping to France. Some of their former comrades were less lucky. William Maitland of Lethington, Queen Mary’s former Secretary of State and husband to one of her closest friends, took his own life by drinking poison.12 The castle’s commander, Sir William Kircaldy, his brother, and two colleagues were taken by the victors to Edinburgh’s Mercat Cross,IV where they were hanged.

With the capitulation of Edinburgh Castle and Lord Morton establishing an iron grip on government, the chances of Mary being restored to power seemed dead, if not quite buried. As one of James’s attendants put it, “When the King was set up, and the Power of the Regent almost settled, there was Quietness from Force and Arms, but the Peace was but Ticklish, Men’s minds were yet in fermentation…”13

Scotland’s first full census was not conducted until 1755, which makes it difficult to estimate how many people benefited from the ticklish peace that followed the events of 1573. Like many European nations, Scotland’s population had endured a substantial dip in the fourteenth and early fifteenth centuries due to regular outbreaks of the bubonic plague, from which it took centuries to fully recover. A reasonable estimate would be that the Scottish population was about 750,000 by the time James became king, just over 5 percent of whom lived in towns or cities. The largest of these was the capital, Edinburgh, with approximately fifteen thousand residents. Prior to 1600, the country’s other legally recognized city was Glasgow. Scattered mostly throughout the southern and eastern parts of Scotland, there were about one hundred burghs, which were towns that had received royal charters granting them the right to hold a market, fortify themselves, and elect town officials while remaining under the suzerainty of the Crown and, in many cases, their principal local aristocratic family.

Scotland had once consisted of four kingdoms, with similar but distinct cultures, the echoes of which reverberated long after the centuries-spanning process toward unification ended in the late ninth century. The southeastern kingdom of Bernicia was an Anglo-Saxon monarchy, covering land in what is today southeast Scotland and northeast England, and English remained a common language in the region long after most of Bernicia had become part of Scotland. The dominant language in central and southern Scotland by James’s lifetime was Scots, which had emerged alongside Old English and shared influences with Gaelic and French. By the late fourteenth century, Scots had evolved into a separate language, which, in the fifteenth century, became the preferred language of the Scottish court and southern nobility. Scots’s similarities with English saw James and some of his contemporaries insist that English and Scots were dialects of the same language. This was contested both at the time and since, principally on the grounds that mutual intelligibility does not mean they are the same language; a better, although admittedly imperfect, comparison might be the ways in which many speakers of Italian can follow Spanish, or vice versa.

The Scots language had originated in the kingdom of Strathclyde, the former territories of which—along with Bernicia’s—were known as the Lowlands. Most of northern Scotland was the Highlands, which consisted of the former kingdom of the Picts and the bicoastal Ulster-Scots kingdom of Dalriada that had once ruled over the western Scottish ports, along with much of what is now northeast Northern Ireland. Unlike England and Wales, the Romans had never conquered the Scottish kingdoms, and their name for the inhabitants of Dalriada, the “Scoti,” eventually became the name used for the entire nation by Scots and English speakers. It was called Alba in Gaelic, the language of the majority in the Highlands.

The differences between the Highlands and the Lowlands extended beyond their languages. The Scottish aristocracy of the sixteenth century could justifiably claim to be one of the most locally powerful European elites. The influence they wielded in their ancestral lands was such that Scottish government was effectively an aristocratic federalism, under which the great houses were not just the locus of government but the focus of loyalty. The Earl of Cassilis, for instance, was nicknamed, with only mild exaggeration, “the King of Carrick,” after the area in the east from which his family ruled. In the Lowlands, the aristocracy could, on occasion, rival their monarch’s power. In the Highlands, they frequently eclipsed it. Debate continues over how influential the Scottish system of clans was in certain parts of Scotland, but they were undeniably central to the Highlands. Each clan had its own head or chief, who commanded his territories and the loyalty of those who lived in them. Many tenants or farmers took the name of their local clan, further intensifying the symbiosis between lord and tenants. Feuds were not just prosecuted by the lords and clan chiefs, but by those who swore fealty to them. Conflicts arose over wealth, land, and politics. Above all, honor played a central role in perpetuating the feuds. They could last for years and, in some cases, for generations.

From the Crown’s perspective, clan feuds were a menace. However, the aristocracy also enforced laws, collected taxes, and maintained tradition in the countryside. In adulthood, James was not wrong when he described the nobility as the bedrock of Scottish society.

Like most medieval kingdoms, Scotland had both a fraught and a friendly relationship with its neighbors at different points over the centuries. Relations with England had gone through high points of cooperation—in the eleventh century, Scotland’s King Malcolm III had spent his youth in England and married an English princess. Their son David I was a respected voice in English politics in the twelfth century. They had reached a nadir in the thirteenth century, when England’s Edward I exploited the death of Scotland’s Alexander III to install an English puppet on the throne; when that was objected to, he embarked on a failed but generation-long attempt to conquer Scotland. There were cycles of rapprochement and retribution for the next three centuries. James I married an English noblewoman, and James IV married an English princess. In the 1510s, Scotland was defeated when they sent the largest army ever to invade England; in the 1540s, England was defeated when they launched a brutal invasion of Scotland. Within the Scottish elite, there were those who favored friendly ties with England and those who regarded England as Scotland’s natural enemy.

England was not the sole concern of medieval Scotland’s foreign policy. She had complicated relationships with her Scandinavian neighbors in Denmark and Norway. In the century before James’s birth, tensions with Scandinavia had seen the most recent expansion of Scottish territory, when she annexed the Orkney Islands off the northeastern Scottish coast and, farther north and east, the Shetland Islands. When the islands became part of Scotland, their main language was Norn, which had emerged from the Vikings’ Old Norse; it was being gradually superseded by Gaelic in the late sixteenth century. Also in the fifteenth century, the Scottish Crown had assumed control over the Inner and Outer Hebrides, an archipelago off the western coast. Following a rebellion by Clan MacDonald, the chief noble house in the Hebrides, the monarchy subsumed the Hebrides fully to Crown jurisdiction, and the defeated MacDonalds’ former title—Lord of the Isles—was henceforth held by Scotland’s monarch and their heir.

By the time he turned ten in the summer of 1576, James VI had seen little of his kingdom. He still lived safely behind the walls of Stirling Castle, while the government was led by Lord Morton. Almost equidistant between Edinburgh and Glasgow, Stirling Castle, which shared its name with the surrounding region of Stirlingshire, loomed on a crag over the burgh of Stirling that nestled at the bottom of the cliff on the castle’s eastern side. The wind that blew in off the nearby River Forth, flowing east toward the North Sea, could be bitter in autumn and winter. The views were magnificent and, on days when the mists had cleared, the castle’s residents looking north could see the mountains of Ben Ledi, Ben Lomond, Ben Vorlich, and Stùc a’ Chroin, beyond which lay the Highlands. Three of Stirling Castle’s four sides gave way to sharp drops, which made the castle difficult to besiege and explained its historical importance as a fortress.14 Cold as it could be in autumn and winter, Stirling Castle was luxurious thanks to the money spent on it by James’s ancestors, and above all it was safe, with the latest in a long series of defensive features having been installed on the orders of his grandmother Marie of Guise.

James’s private quarters were in one of the castle towers, “the Prince’s Tower.” He slept in a bedchamber watched over by a portrait of his grandfather James V, whom he resembled with his pale complexion. James VI was tall for his age, like both of his parents, and he had the fair hair of his father, Lord Darnley. He had survived a childhood brush with smallpox unscarred; another, with rickets, caused a minor bowing of his femurs that was subsequently exaggerated into the inaccurate claim that he could not walk until he was seven years old.

His mornings began in his bedroom in the tower, where he was helped to dress by his Gentlemen of the Chamber, most of them from landed families loyal to the King’s Party. The apartments contained several tributes to James’s status—most obviously with his chair of estate, which was a throne canopied with his coat of arms—but they were also dotted with gifts that testified to his love of the outdoors, such as his black leather-covered quiver, bow, and arrows, or the golf clubs that had been given to him by a local laird.V He owned a hawking glove, seeded with pearls, that
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