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Introduction



. . . I was a king past middle age, and practiced in governement ever sithence I was twelve yeeres old . . .


James VI and I to the English Star Chamber, 20 June 16161


James VI and I wrote about many things, from literary theory and monarchical power to the vice of tobacco.2 Yet he was highly reticent on the topic of his early life. In his poetry he occasionally recalled, in an abstractly pained way, that he was a ‘cradle king’ who grew up ‘laiking parents, brethren, bairns or any near of kinn’ in a country ‘quhaire feu remember can / for to have seine governing thaire a king that vas man’.3 In the Basilikon Doron, the guide to good kingship that he wrote for his son Prince Henry in 1599, James complained bitterly that the ministry of the Scottish kirk, by then a long-standing thorn in his side, had ‘usurped the libertie of the time in my long minoritie . . . to become Tribuni Plebis’ of the church, a role which rightly belonged to the monarch. James also noted that after making a great ‘alteration’ among those involved in the ‘first rebellion’ against him – a reference to the Ruthven Raid of August 1582, in which he was seized and held for ten months by a group of pro-Protestant and pro-English lords4 – he was still ‘long troubled there-after with solliciters, recommending servants vnto me, more for seruing in effect their friends . . . than their master that admitted them’.


It is unsurprising that James should want to erase his childhood from his memory. His writings (the Basilikon Doron especially) were frequently concerned with presenting his idealised self-image as monarch, and with emphasising the exalted nature of his office. Acknowledging the horrific mess that was his minority – which saw a six-year civil war following the deposition of his mother, Mary Queen of Scots, and his accession to the throne in July 1567 aged just 13 months, as well as no fewer than five successful coups in government before the end of 1585 – hardly made for good copy.5 James grew up in a uniquely unfortunate constitutional position compared to his Stewart predecessors. For the whole of his early life the fact that his mother was alive and well, in English captivity, was a persistent and embarrassing reminder that he had been raised to the throne after the forced abdication of a mentally sound and physically healthy, albeit female, ruler. He also had no surviving close blood relatives to act as regent or guardian for him after the death of his grandfather Matthew Stewart, earl of Lennox, in 1571. Yet James’ childhood, like any childhood, fundamentally shaped him. The adult James was arguably a more effective and successful ruler of Scotland than any of his Stewart forebears or Stuart successors, and was the first to apply those experiences to a wholly uncharted constitutional and cultural setting as the inaugural king of Great Britain. His ableness in doing so, it has been argued, was in large part due to the nature of his upbringing and the experiences that he endured.6 To understand James, and to understand his long reign, we must understand his early life.


SCOPE AND PURPOSE


This book is the first part of a two-volume political biography, providing a fundamental reassessment of James’ life and personal reign in Scotland between 1566 and 1603. This volume focuses on James’ birth, accession, childhood and rise to power and, wherever sources permit, does so from his perspective. It tries to understand exactly when, in his own ‘long apprenticeship’ (as Jane Dawson termed it) he seized political power, and to retrace the incremental steps he took along the way to this watershed.7


This was not a straightforward or smoothly linear progression. James was born on 19 June 1566 but was kept in Stirling Castle for his own protection from the beginning of the following year, and would not leave its confines again until 1579. He was crowned as King of Scots on 24 July 1567, but had no real involvement in political life until he technically accepted the rule of government in March 1578 at the behest of the earls of Atholl and Argyll. A little over a month later, control of Scottish affairs was aggressively seized once more by James’ last regent, James Douglas, the earl of Morton, who would remain at the head of government until the end of 1580. However, in September 1579 Esmé Stuart, sieur d’Aubigny and eventual duke of Lennox, arrived in Scotland at James’ behest. He and his ally Captain James Stewart, who was made earl of Arran in April 1581, steadily eroded Morton’s power at court until they could engineer his seizure and trial for involvement in the murder of James’ father, Henry Stewart, Lord Darnley. In the wake of Morton’s execution in May 1581, these two men created a regime that preyed upon the goods and estates of a wide stratum of Scottish society and which was characterised in propaganda as pro-Catholic and morally corrupt. They were forced from power when the king was seized in August 1582 while out hunting near Ruthven (now Huntingtower) Castle in Perth. The ‘Ruthven Raiders’ responsible for this kidnapping – notionally led by William Ruthven, earl of Gowrie, in collaboration with the earls of Mar and Angus – held James at various locations for ten months and in the process expelled Lennox, who died in Paris in the following year. James was able to effect his escape from the Raiders at Falkland in June 1583 and appeared, at the age of 17, to begin establishing his own formal council and policies for adult rule. Yet by the end of the year he would relinquish the day-to-day running of his government back to Arran, who would enjoy unfettered power until he was ousted from office in November 1585 by an exceptionally broad coalition of Scottish nobility.


In this fraught and highly contingent sequence of events, James is a shifting and mercurial presence. At certain points, such as in 1578 and late 1583, he is highly active in political life, regularly frequenting council and parliamentary meetings and advancing what appears to be his own policy interests. At other times, particularly during the ascendancies of Lennox and Arran, he becomes near invisible, and even finding contemporary testimony of what he was doing and where can prove difficult. Mapping and understanding this puzzle – disentangling when and where James has agency, when others are exercising power on his behalf, and when James is allowing them to do so – is a key focus of this study. As a result, it is as much a prosopography of the key influencers in Scottish politics and a political history of this period as it is a standard political biography, and at several points the focus in what follows necessarily diverges from James himself to the key figures in government – most notably Esmé Stuart, duke of Lennox, and Captain James Stewart, earl of Arran – acting in James’ name. It also offers answers to key questions about James’ early life, many of which, remarkably, have never been satisfactorily answered. Did James have a relationship with his mother Mary as he grew up, and if so what was its nature? Why did he accept the burden of power upon himself in 1578, just shy of his 12th birthday, and what did this mean in practice? Why did he favour his kinsman Esmé Stuart to such an extent that it endangered his own throne? Why, after escaping from the Ruthven Raiders in the summer of 1583 in an impressive show of political independence, did he immediately fall back on the support of the earl of Arran? Overarching all of this, is there a discernible pattern of intent to the choices he made in allying with certain people and factions at his court between 1578 and 1585, or were these choices imposed upon him?


There are many reasons why such a study is necessary, significant and timely. One is as simple and essential as providing a rigorous analysis of James’ early personal reign as a touchstone for other scholars, one which is wholly grounded in new and extensive archival research and which goes beyond the accepted narrative, based on oft-recycled and highly quotable anecdotes, found in popular accounts of his life.8 In current historiography, there is no such analysis. James became James VI and I in 1603, the first monarch of a united British kingdom, and scholarly debate over his reign in England and his role and impact as the progenitor of the Stuart imperial dynasty has been extensive, particularly in the past six decades.9 As James I he has been broadly praised for a moderate and inclusive approach to the pluralist religious settlement he found in England, and for his desire to encourage cross-confessional dialogue with the rest of Europe, often at the direct expense of popular opinion in England.10 James’ publications have also been scoured extensively to reconstruct his articulation of a divine right theory of kingship, and his deployment of a royal authorial identity that was as much a part of his expression of rule as pageantry and courtly display were to other monarchs.11 Yet he also failed – and with hindsight of the legacy he bequeathed to Charles I, it was a spectacular failure – to manage the growing cultural and religious divides between his kingdoms that emerged in the final decade of his reign, particularly his desired incorporation of Anglican elements of worship into the Scottish kirk.12 His pragmatism and flexibility in managing Scottish domestic policy and its unicameral parliament has been contrasted sharply with his frequent inability to dialogue successfully with its bicameral counterpart in England, particularly in relation to the extent of crown prerogative and financial supply.13 While James did create a political ‘Union of Crowns’ that would endure throughout the seventeenth century, its early years were filled with cultural tensions, especially over the central role of Scottish nobles in his household and bedchamber.14 He singularly failed to convince either Scotland or England to accede to his desire to form an incorporating union in the immediate years after 1603.15 Revisionism has also proved unable to mitigate the view that James was exceptionally poor at financial management, with his expenditure constantly outstripping his income and his liberality bestowed unevenly on select favourites, particularly in the years immediately after removing to his southern kingdom.16


Yet James’ own reluctance to discuss his early life in Scotland mirrors a trend that still prevails in current Jacobean scholarship – a tendency to imagine, as Jenny Wormald aptly put it, that in 1603 he emerged ‘like some graceless Athena sprung fully-grown from the head of a primitive Scottish Zeus’.17 No monograph since D. H. Willson’s James VI and I in 1956, arguably the beginning of modern critical scholarship, has examined the events of his minority – or indeed his time in Scotland – in any depth, with scholarly biographies of James offering at most a summary chapter on his life before his remove to England, or no discussion at all. This is despite the fact that 36 of his 57 years in power were spent in Scotland, and of those approximately a third to a half (depending on the terminal date chosen) were spent in minority.18 James has also been poorly served when compared with his fellow Stewart monarchs, and broader studies of sixteenth-century Scotland. Critical biographies of the rest of the Stewart dynasty between 1371 and 1542 were produced in the 1980s and ’90s by Norman Macdougall and his stable of PhD students.19 Each work has become a central reference point for discussion of their respective reigns, thanks to their exhaustive examination of known and new archival material and their rigorous assessment of each king in the spheres of domestic and foreign policy, magnate relations and cultural activity. Mary Queen of Scots has always occupied a unique and peculiar position in Scottish historiography by virtue of the sheer volume of biographies written about her, despite no substantive new archival evidence relating to her having emerged in over a century. Assessments have ranged from the broadly sympathetic portrayals by Antonia Fraser and John Guy through to the picture of excoriating ineptness painted by Jenny Wormald in her pithily subtitled Study in Failure.20 Recent studies have mediated these extremes by applying the lens of gender to her unique experience as a young, effectively French, and Catholic female ruler in a deeply patriarchal and newly Protestant nation.21 This wealth of scholarship stands in marked contrast to the lack of assessments of her son’s personal reign in Scotland. A similar eliding tendency is also evident in recent broader surveys of Reformation and Jacobean Scotland, which with one notable exception22 focus on the politics of the Marian Civil War before jumping to James’ adult rule with little attention given to the highly fraught period in between.23


This is not to say that our understanding of the period between c. 1567 and c. 1585 has not advanced; in fact, quite the opposite. A key problem for anyone writing an extended study of James’ early reign is marshalling all the discrete and highly complex strands of recent research relating to the period, all of which have some direct bearing on the young king. Essential texts include Gordon Donaldson’s All the Queen’s Men, a prosopographical study of the ever-shifting alliances in Scottish politics down to Mary’s execution in 1587; Gordon Hewitt’s exceptionally well-researched analysis of the tenure of James Douglas, earl of Morton, as James’ fourth and final regent between 1572 and 1578; Amy Blakeway’s assessment of James’ four regents as part of a broader study of the evolution of the office in the sixteenth century; and Aysha Pollnitz’s definitive examination of James’ education and relationship with George Buchanan.24 There have been political biographies of Moray and Sir John Maitland of Thirlestane, a readable and engaging account of the life of Captain James Stewart, earl of Arran, and numerous assessments, of mixed quality, of the relationship between James and Esmé Stuart.25 Two older but frequently overlooked studies in German provide key documents for the Jesuit mission in Scotland in the latter part of Esmé Stuart’s ascendancy and the political realignment at court in the aftermath of the Ruthven Raid.26 There have also been significant contributions, chiefly in the form of articles and book chapters in collections of essays, which shed light on his early writings and on political set pieces such as the Marian Civil War and Morton’s deposition.27 Published studies have been significantly augmented by numerous PhD theses analysing the careers of James’ first two regents Moray and Lennox, of James’ court and household, his foreign and diplomatic policy, and his domestic administration.28 Despite all this activity, Michael Lynch and Julian Goodare’s acknowledgement in 2000 that several ‘black holes’ remain in our understanding of James’ reign, one of the greatest of which was an analysis of the politics of his transition to power, still holds true.29


Why have other aspects of James’ reign been examined in such depth, when his own life has not? The answer lies in the fact that the late Jenny Wormald had always intended to produce a political biography of James, but sadly never did. Her seminal 1983 article ‘James VI and I: Two Kings or One?’ showed convincingly that the qualities which made James successful in Scotland – a willingness to allow access and free and direct debate at court and parliament, a degree of pragmatism and flexibility in managing confessional politics, and a reluctance to enter into unnecessary or prolonged external conflict – were far less valued by his English subjects, even as they provided him with new ways to manage issues like parliamentary obstruction.30 Wormald produced more than 20 articles in her career examining aspects of James’ life, writings and management of Scottish and British affairs.31 As a scholar who taught James in both Scotland and England for more than four decades, and whose work was marked by an extensive understanding of the archival sources in Edinburgh and London, Wormald was uniquely positioned to produce a comprehensive biography. Her miniature biography of James, produced for the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, suggests that her analysis would have given equal critical weight to both halves of his reign.32 Wormald lauded James for his ability to survive – literally and figuratively – in a reign spanning five decades, for his exceptional abilities as a political author and intellectual, and for holding a new composite monarchy together against the broader trends of political and confessional fracturing across the rest of early modern Europe. However, she also acknowledged his personal failings in terms of managing his finances, the union, and the growing cultural and religious divides that ultimately formed the legacy which he bequeathed to his son. Many of these trends were, as we shall see, evident from the very outset of his reign.


Whilst providing a new account of James’ early life, this book also intervenes in a range of key debates in early modern British and European history. The first is on the power and role of the nobility in Jacobean Scotland. Who exactly constituted a Scottish noble is a complex question, and as Keith Brown notes, in Scotland as in much of the rest of early modern Europe, ‘nobility was understood without being satisfactorily defined’.33 Key markers might include a history of familial martial service, the ownership of land, a distinguished family history and lineage, and simply living in the style of a noble, with all the crushing debt that frequently entailed. What mattered less was formal hierarchy conferred by hereditary title, and the boundaries between earls and other designations, for example lords, did not always indicate a significant shift in social status. Instead, and again as in other European countries, the flow and structure of noble power in Scotland was triangular in nature, with between 50 and 106 peers dominating the ‘apex’ of this triangle between 1560 and 1637, with considerable variation and interchange between them in the short term.34 For Brown, and for Jenny Wormald and Ried Zulager, the Scottish nobility was a porous, flexible and dynamic body, where ‘new’ and ‘old’ courtiers could rise and fall in quick succession but where all played by the same social and political rules.35 Moreover, while the nobility faced ‘unprecedented challenges from inflation, massive shifts in land ownership, rising population, educational reform and religious revolution’ in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, they retained an ‘undisturbed grip’ on power across Scotland, maintaining large local affinities and playing an important justiciary role in their communities.36


Their views stand in stark contrast to the works of Maurice Lee, Gordon Donaldson and Julian Goodare, who have all argued to varying degrees that a new administrative class of nobility emerged in James’ reign largely from ‘middling’ social backgrounds, and that increasing centralisation in government greatly reduced the influence of traditional noble power in Scottish society.37 Miles Kerr-Peterson’s study of the career of George Keith, 5th earl Marischal, provides a unique insight into how little life changed for a religiously and politically moderate noble under the king, and the most recent collection of essays responding to this debate agrees that continuity of noble power is a key element in James’ reign.38 However, while James appreciated the value of his nobility as extensions of his authority in the localities, and respected their elite status, he expected them to adhere to his understanding of kingship as ‘universal’ and divinely appointed by God, and to act in service to him. This book further explores that assessment, and a central argument is that James wielded his nobility, broadly defined, as a political tool from the very outset of his reign. In this context it offers a complete reassessment of the political careers of a wide range of well-known but understudied figures, including Esmé Stuart, James Stewart the earl of Arran, and William Ruthven the earl of Gowrie, all of whom rose to power in James’ early life and fell just as quickly, and all of whom must be viewed as servants to the young king. It also sheds light on figures who have never been a part of the accepted narrative of James’ early life but who were just as important, and whose careers have been reconstructed from a disparate range of sources. These include Sir Alexander Erskine of Gogar, Archibald Douglas the 8th earl of Angus, Colin Campbell the 6th earl of Argyll, and Sir John Cunningham of Drumquhassle, the first master of the king’s household and a significant plotter in many of the intrigues that occurred between 1578 and 1585.


This book also sets James’ early reign in its broader international context, as a case study of the impact of the Reformation on the monarchy of early modern Europe. Although the influence of the Protestant movement was felt in Scotland from around 1525, it was only in the later 1550s that this became truly acute, when it had a major impact on the monarchical culture that the Stewart dynasty had so painstakingly created over the preceding century and a half.39 In 1559, an alliance of Scottish nobility known as the Lords of the Congregation led a year-long and ultimately successful rebellion against Mary’s mother, Mary of Guise.40 In August 1560 the ‘Reformation parliament’ led by these lords chose to ignore the authority of Mary and her first husband, Francis II of France, and made a doctrinaire form of Calvinism the only recognised religion in the country.41 The Reformation also played a central role in justifying Mary’s forced abdication in 1567, after a brief six-year personal reign. This act was without precedent in European history, removing as it did a monarch who was mentally and physically sound and who (at the point of deposition at least) had not been charged with any crime. The men behind her deposition scrabbled quickly to justify it legally and intellectually, turning to Scotland’s foremost humanist and James’ first tutor, George Buchanan (1506–1582), to lead the charge.42 As well as producing much of the material that portrayed Mary as a murderous adulteress, Buchanan wrote ‘A Dialogue on the Law of Kingship among the Scots’ (De Iure Regni Apud Scotos Dialogus, written in 1567 but only published in 1579), which laid down a legal and constitutional framework to justify her removal. He was also appointed as the lead tutor of the young king, and as Pollnitz has shown, this was a decidedly mixed blessing. While it made James an unparalleled royal intellectual, with a facility for humanist languages and theology that served him throughout his life, Buchanan’s regime of corporal punishment and blatant disparaging of sovereign monarchy left a permanent scar on James’ psyche, but failed to dissuade him from his belief in the divinely appointed nature of monarchy.


James’ relationship with the kirk has generated more historiography than any other aspect of his reign in Scotland. Many of Buchanan’s ideas shared affinities with the ‘two kingdoms’ model of church–state jurisdiction that gained momentum in the Scottish kirk from the late 1570s, where the crown was responsible for temporal affairs but subject to moral oversight and censure by the church, which had autonomy over all things spiritual. James spent virtually his entire personal reign in Scotland in a fraught struggle with the radical Presbyterian faction of the kirk, chief amongst them the academic and intellectual Andrew Melville.43 His own views of divine-right kingship, and his intention to impose his direct oversight on the kirk, developed as a direct result of these challenges.44 This book provides a new perspective on James’ relationship with the kirk by examining how it developed in its earliest stages. Chapters 1 and 2 focus on the irrevocable change in the understanding of Stewart sovereign power caused by the new Protestant conception of kingship, and the extensive propaganda disseminated across a wide range of media to support it. Without doubt, the result was a model that legitimised James’ right to rule and the actions of the ‘King’s Party’, but circumscribed James’ behaviour and rights as a monarch far more than those of any of his predecessors. It also generated an artificially heightened level of expectation, particularly among the Protestant ministry and intelligentsia, that James would, like the godly boy-kings Joash and David of the Old Testament, meet these rigorous standards. James would spend his life trying to escape these overzealous demands, and the process of rebellion began in his minority. However, as Chapters 5 to 7 show, James’ initial engagement with the General Assembly was positive, and he proved a willing Protestant prince. The key episode that changed this, as it did with so many other aspects of his early reign, was the Ruthven Raid, which the General Assembly wholeheartedly endorsed – a fact which James would never forget.


Despite the sweeping changes made to the accepted model of Scottish kingship by Protestantism, there were arguably more continuities, as was the case in many aspects of Scottish life, with the pre-Reformation past.45 Another core theme throughout the text, particularly in Chapters 5 and 10, is the tracing of these continuities in the cultural activity fostered at James’ early court. Two important comparators in this regard are Edward VI of England (1537–1553) and Henri III of France (1551–1589).46 Edward VI succeeded Henry VIII in 1547, and his brief reign saw the greatest shift towards the evangelical and doctrinaire end of the reformed spectrum of any English monarch.47 Like Edward, James was the subject of massive expectation as the first Protestant monarch born in his country; like Edward, he had to grow up rapidly to manage a religiously and politically unsettled kingdom. And like Edward, James clearly tried to foster a court culture that blended observance of Protestant worship with traditional martial and royal pursuits such as hunting and masqueing, and lavish displays of conspicuous material consumption.48 James was also highly attuned to French culture from his birth, both by virtue of his direct blood relationship to the Guise via his mother Mary, and the fact that the French-influenced household of James V and his wife Mary of Guise was held repeatedly as the model to which James VI should adhere. While James’ life and reign shared many parallels with the French monarchs of the sixteenth century – the interest in Renaissance culture of Francis I and Henri II, and the minority accessions of Francis II and Charles IX. Chapter 5 shows that the court of Henri III initially had the greatest influence on James’ own, transmitted to him via the direct experience of Esmé Stuart, who formalised access to the king and reorganised the household under his purview as high chamberlain. Like Henri, James faced sustained criticism throughout his life of his court, both for its perceived lasciviousness and for its exorbitant cost. This latter consideration would be a major factor, as Chapters 6 and 7 show, in the motivation of the Ruthven Raiders to seize James and remove Stuart from his presence. Chapter 10 also explores a series of previously unnoticed financial accounts detailing James’ expenditure on animals in the very earliest iterations of his own adult court. These confirm the centrality of hunting, along with the king’s deep interest in literature and poetry, as expressions of James’ kingly style which would last his entire life.


James’ adult relationship with Queen Elizabeth and his place in the succession debates that formed a major part of Elizabethan political discourse have been well charted in recent scholarship. Rayne Allison and Susan Doran have confirmed that their relationship, maintained completely by letter and diplomatic agents, utilised their ‘genetic and spiritual kinship’ and a ‘parent–child dynamic’ to reinforce good relations, while masking underlying tensions over Elizabeth’s continued interference in James’ affairs, her unwillingness to name him directly as a successor, and James’ engagement with foreign Catholic powers.49 Alford’s forensic study of Cecil’s approach to policy in the earlier Elizabethan period has shown that the infant James and his potential transfer to England were a key part of his proposed terms for Mary’s restitution to Scotland in the years immediately after her arrival.50 While much attention has focused on the succession crises that followed Elizabeth’s accession and illness from smallpox in the 1560s and in the 1590s as her life drew to an end, Patrick Collinson’s work on the Bond of Association and associated attempts to exclude Mary Queen of Scots shows that the issue of who should follow Elizabeth remained live throughout her reign, and Paulina Kewes has suggested that James was considered as a potential ‘elective’ successor to Elizabeth in 1586 despite her unwillingness to acknowledge him as such.51 How far James directed his policy towards convincing Elizabethan England that he was a fit and able successor has been heavily debated, but Susan Doran has mediated this by arguing that until 1595, and the publication of Robert Person’s A Conference about the Next Succession to the Crowne of Ingland, James saw this issue as ‘of secondary concern . . . hardly influencing his policy’.52 This tract challenged the legality of James’ claim to the throne and argued strongly for preferring the Infanta Isabella, daughter of Philip II, as a legitimate Catholic successor to Elizabeth. After its publication, James actively disseminated his claim at Protestant and Catholic courts alike via his ambassadors and supported the publication of a range of counter-tracts, including his own The Trew Lawe of Free Monarchies (1598). As Doran and Kewes note, a key issue that surfaced in their relationship was James’ attempts, in 1587 and again in 1598, to claim the lands that had been bequeathed to his Lennox grandparents by Henry VIII, as another means by which to acquire legal status in England.53


This book adds a series of new perspectives to these debates by examining James’ early relationship with Elizabeth. It also provides the fullest review to date of what Caroline Bingham accurately termed his ‘relations’ – rather than a relationship – with his mother, Mary, which remarkably have never been the subject of a systematic examination.54 Chapters 1 and 2 explore Mary’s complex view of James as both an object of maternal affection and a diplomatic bargaining tool, concluding that Mary was more willing than anyone to hand James over as a hostage in order to secure her release in the negotiations of 1570–1. Mary also actively pursued her restoration to Scotland in a form of joint rule with James in a project known as the ‘association’ between 1581 and early 1585. James would prove pragmatic, indeed ruthless, in using his mother’s desperation to prolong these discussions, with the sole aim of sowing fear in England that he was seriously considering an alliance with foreign Catholic powers to achieve her liberation. He just as ruthlessly terminated these discussions as soon as he had confirmed an Anglo-Scottish alliance in the winter of 1584–5, an alliance which confirmed his intense interest in the issues of the English succession and which had been a visible and central component of his policy from as early as 1578, when he raised the issue of inheriting the former lands of the Lennox Stewarts in England. In charting these episodes, and the considerable long-term tensions that occurred between James and Elizabeth over the flight of the rebel Ruthven lords in 1583 and their sheltering in England, this book suggests that the dynamic between the two monarchs was integral to James’ thinking in his early reign.


James is also a pivotal figure in the history of early modern sexuality, and scholarship on his own sexual and emotional preferences has been greatly divided. Historians of sexuality, most notably Michael Young and David Bergeron, and popular biographers of James have been eager to claim D’Aubigny as James’ first male lover and favourite in a line that allegedly included Captain James Stewart and George Gordon 6th earl of Huntly in Scotland, and Sir Robert Carr and George Villiers in England.55 By contrast, most political historians of James’ early life have avoided discussing the emotional and possible sexual dimensions to their relationship,56 or have couched this in ambiguous terms while simultaneously projecting a strong tone of moral disapproval.57 Only Maurice Lee, Jenny Wormald and Roger Lockyer have directly approached the issue of James’ favourites in a Scottish context, as part of broad discussions of their role in political life.58 All three preferred to focus on the demonstrable and concrete impact that the favourites had on court life and patronage, rather than speculate on the nature of their relationships with James. However, Lockyer and Wormald argued that James’ greatest favourites enjoyed exceptional levels of patronage but little or no direct political control, a sentiment that Lee wholly rejected.


The reason for such a dichotomy of approach on the issue is not hard to find. While there is clear evidence that James enjoyed significant emotional relationships with these men, often leading to considerable tension at his court, evidence for a sexual relationship – at least, in the pre-1603 context – is thin and too ambiguous to allow for any definitive conclusions. While this study explores in detail all known evidence relating to James and Esmé Stuart’s relationship, Chapter 5 suggests a significant re-reading of that relationship by focusing on the political dynamic of service and loyalty between the two men. While it acknowledges that Stuart provided James with love, the nature of which we will never be able to quantify fully, this is less important than seeing his older kinsman as the chief member of a reinvigorated Stewart kindred that James himself actively sought to foster as he emerged into adolescence.


SOURCES AND APPROACH


Until comparatively recently, the minority formed an extensive part of historical discussions of James’ reign, a tradition which began very early. Volume 5 of the 1587 edition of Raphael Holinshed’s Chronicles of England, Scotland, and Ireland included an extended essay by Francis Thynne on ‘The Annales of Scotland, 1571–1586’, itself a continuation of a shorter account in the first edition of 1577, which recounted the major events at James’ early court.59 The first standalone work on the subject, Robert Johnston’s The Historie of Scotland, during the Minority of King James, appeared in print in 1646.60 Extended versions of the minority narrative found in these texts continued to appear regularly in print for the next three centuries, with the basic facts undergoing little alteration whilst their interpretation varied wildly according to the confessional and political allegiances of the author.61


Unlike their predecessors, Mary and James were remarkably well served by contemporary chroniclers, who provided not only detailed narratives of their reigns but analyses of the motivations of the actors involved. For James’ reign these include both ‘church’ histories, particularly those compiled by John Spottiswoode and David Calderwood, and accounts of the court by the privy council clerk David Moysie, the ambassador and courtier James Melville of Halhill, and the anonymous author of the Historie of King James the Sext.62 Most of these ‘core’ sources have long been out of copyright and – along with the minutes of the privy council, the censuses of private household papers compiled by the Historical Manuscripts Commission, the scholarly editions produced by the learned clubs of the nineteenth century, and the sequence of family histories produced by Sir William Fraser – have been mass digitised by initiatives such as www.archive.org and the National Library of Scotland’s own digital gallery.63 Mary and James were the subject of extensive observations by English diplomats and agents, the vast bulk of which were summarised and partially transcribed in the Calendar of State Papers relating to Scotland and Mary Queen of Scots, whilst virtually all the manuscripts whence the calendars derived are now accessible via State Papers Online.64 Completing this collection are the digitised corpus of early modern printed literature accessible via Early English Books Online, which includes all the propaganda produced by the King’s Party and James’ own earliest literary works, and the entire written record of James’ parliaments, edited and published electronically by the Records of the Parliaments of Scotland project. Thus, scholars of early Jacobean Scotland have a much richer and far more instantly accessible corpus of material to work with than previous scholars of the earlier Stewart dynasty.


Yet while an exceptional range of sources are now within digital reach, there are still many that exist solely in manuscript and have not been subjected to any systematic scrutiny. What sets this study apart most from previous works is its engagement with the extensive collections held by the National Records of Scotland (NRS) and the National Library of Scotland (NLS), which contain many essential documents. The sequence of manuscripts in the NLS that were formerly part of the Advocates’ Library in Edinburgh include several chronicles by contemporaries and near-contemporaries of James which often provide new or slightly varied accounts of the main events of the minority, along with several manuscripts relating to James’ coronation.65 At the NRS, the Register of Deeds (RD) captures details of contracts, acquittances for services and payments rendered, and other small financial transactions which add several points of light to our understanding of Lennox and Arran. The collections of family papers held as ‘Gifts and Deposits’ (GD) – particularly those of the Erskine earls of Mar, official keepers of James at Stirling Castle until he was 14 – are essential for reconstructing the early household.66


The electronic census of historical papers held in local and private archives in Scotland compiled by the National Register of Archives for Scotland (NRAS), and accessible only in the NRS, also led to several key discoveries that have fundamentally changed the interpretation of James that follows. These include a letter book of the Berwick governor George Bowes for the critical transitional year of 1578–9, held in the archives of the Bowes-Lyon family at Glamis, and a dauntingly large collection of letters and documents relating to Annas Keith (wife to both James Stewart, Regent Moray, and Colin Campbell, 6th earl of Argyll) held in the Moray muniments at Darnaway Castle, which include correspondence with Argyll, Patrick Gray and James VI himself.67


The most important manuscript sources for this study, however, have been James’ early financial and household records, which form part of the Exchequer (E) series held at the NRS. As Norman Macdougall notes, the treasurer’s accounts record the ‘casual expenditure’ of the royal household68 and are exceptionally full and detailed for James’ reign. These accounts are published up to March 1580, and the printed record ceases just as James begins to show evidence of political engagement.69 The MS treasurer’s accounts to the end of 1585 allow an unparalleled insight into James’ daily life and habits in his minority.70 Allocations of fees and pensions confirm the key members of the household; gifts of money, jewels and other items provide another source of evidence for early favourites; and the dissemination of information – such as declarations of forfeiture, musters, proclamations and parliamentary and council summonses – is recorded through the lists of payments made to ‘officeris, boyis and uther servandis’ carrying these messages around the country. In addition, several sources supplementary to the main accounts, including the unique survival of a sequence of ‘vouchers of account’ signed and dated by James and a range of co-signatories in 1580–1, further allow us to trace the process of authorisation for payments, as well as providing new detail on James’ itinerary.71 Finally, a series of household reform bills from the early 1580s capture attempts to prune the size and scale of the household back to that found in the reign of James V, the perceived ideal standard for a Stewart monarch. They also reveal the attempts of the controlling faction at court to insert its own members in key positions of influence.72


Given that there has been extensive debate about when exactly James’ minority ended,73 readers may question why this book chooses to conclude in November 1585 with the fall of the earl of Arran rather than with the execution of Mary in 1587, which was also the year of James’ 21st birthday. Hopefully, this study will show that while the fraught negotiations over Mary’s trial, following closely in the wake of the major Anglo-Scottish league of 1586, were James’ first great test as an autonomous adult monarch, his long apprenticeship had already in effect been over for several years. As we shall see, it was a period that provided him with ample, and brutal, experience of how the politics of rule worked.
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James’ First Year, 1566–1567


. . . ffor ye will not agane in many yeiris haue the like thyng in hand . . .


Mary Queen of Scots to Patrick 5th Lord Gray, 16 August 1566, inviting him to James’ baptism1


On Tuesday, 19 June 1566, in a small chamber on the upper floor of the royal residence in Edinburgh Castle, Mary Stewart gave birth to her only son.2 News of the arrival of the first legitimate male heir to the Stewart dynasty in over 25 years was celebrated in the town with an artillery fusillade from the battlements of the castle and a public service of thanksgiving in St Giles’ Kirk, attended by a wide cross-section of Edinburgh’s citizenry and the Scottish nobility.3 Bonfires were lit in the capital and across Scotland, the spectacle of which remained vivid in the mind of the diarist James Melville over four decades later.4


The first year of life of the young prince, who would eventually be baptised as Charles James Stewart, witnessed some of the most dramatic moments in Scottish history. In the months just prior to his birth James’ father, Henry Stewart, Lord Darnley, colluded with a cabal of Scottish Protestant lords to murder Mary’s Italian favourite and secretary, David Riccio. This was carried out on 9 March 1566 during a night-time raid on Holyrood, which also saw the heavily pregnant queen held at gunpoint. Darnley then turned on his co-conspirators and fled to Dunbar with his wife, where, with the support of James Hepburn, 4th earl of Bothwell, and the earl of Huntly, Mary was able to seize control of government once more and put Riccio’s murderers to flight. Appalled by both Darnley’s betrayal and his weak and vacillating handling of Scottish politics, Mary finally felt able, with the safe arrival of a male heir, to break off relations with her husband. On 10 February 1567 Darnley was murdered while convalescing in a house in Edinburgh adjacent to the collegiate church of St Mary in the Fields, colloquially known as Kirk o’Field. Bothwell was widely suspected of the murder, and a short and perfunctory trial of his guilt on 12 April saw Mary roundly condemned for pursuing justice inadequately for her late husband. On 24 April Mary was intercepted by Bothwell, accompanied by a large armed force, on the road from Linlithgow. Believing that her life was in danger, she accompanied him to Dunbar, where (depending on the version of events believed) she either was raped by Bothwell to coerce her into marriage, or colluded with him to confer a form of legitimacy on their adulterous affair. Bothwell was elevated to the dukedom of Orkney on 12 May and three days later the two were married at Holyrood. Their marriage rent the Scottish political community, with even those who had tacitly endorsed Mary’s potential marriage to Bothwell (in what has become known as the Ainslie Tavern Bond) performing a volte-face after witnessing Bothwell’s assault on the queen.5 The brief conflict which followed resulted in Mary’s complete political destruction and capture at Carberry Hill on 14 June, and Bothwell’s flight from Scotland.6


Amongst these epochal events, James is a fleeting presence. However, the first year of his life would prove decisive in setting the trajectory of not only his childhood, but the politics of his entire adult reign. Within ten months of his birth the tense political situation in Scotland resulted in his confinement, for his own safety, within the bounds of Stirling Castle. It had been normal since the reign of James IV for Stewart minors to be raised in the castle, under the guardianship of the Erskine family. However, the factional politics and bitter civil war that followed Mary’s downfall meant that James’ own residency would last for almost 11 years and would be strictly enforced. This not only had a profound effect on James’ mental and emotional development; it turned Stirling into a nexus of royal authority and power in Scotland which successive factions fought bitterly to control.


The first year of James’ life was also defining in terms of his relationship with his mother. After his birth, James’ interactions with Mary were sparse and fleeting until their forcible separation in April 1567. During this time Mary showed affection to her son, prioritising his protection and ensuring provision for his wellbeing despite the numerous crises relating to her reign and to her own health. She was acutely aware of James’ dynastic and political value, particularly in her ongoing negotiations with Elizabeth over succession to the English throne. Mary did not hesitate to utilise James to that end, whether as the focal point of the major cultural spectacle that was his baptism or – as seen in the process of selecting godparents for the young prince – as leverage in negotiations with other European heads of state. While this was natural and expected behaviour in any royal family, Mary’s view of James, combining maternal concern with a sense of the young prince as commodity, would persist throughout their dealings with one another.


Mary was not alone in assigning value to James, and the first year of his life was highly significant for the establishment of twin and competing streams of intellectual expectation around him that would play a central role in defining early perceptions of his success as a ruler. These were captured in the three large poems published to celebrate James’ birth, all of which were in Neo-Latin. Their authors – George Buchanan, Patrick Adamson and Thomas Craig – differed sharply in their respective accounts of the rights and responsibilities afforded to the Scottish monarchy. On one hand, James was viewed as the providentially designated heir to a soon-to-be-united British kingdom, an heir whose lineage had been carefully shepherded by God for that very purpose. On the other hand, the experience of the Reformation had taught the Scottish intellectual and religious community that monarchs were fallible mortals prone to corruption and failure, a fact amply demonstrated by the faltering disaster of Mary’s personal reign long prior to her abdication. The idea that James’ power should be circumscribed and linked explicitly to his safeguarding of the Scottish kirk was also clearly evidenced from his birth. While the expectations projected onto James would grow and change over the course of his early life – depending on whether those articulating them were Protestant intellectuals, ministers or members of the nobility – these two ideas underpinned every later conception of his kingship, including the direct challenges he posed to them in his own adult writings.


THE FIRST SIX MONTHS: JUNE–DECEMBER 1566


Reconstructing James’ and Mary’s relationship in the first year of James’ life is exceptionally difficult. Mary wrote no substantive account of her interactions with her son, and there are few reliable documentary instances of their being together. One exception to this is John Maxwell, 4th Lord Herries’ oft-quoted account of Mary’s presentation of James to Darnley, an episode which must be treated with care.7 After denouncing allegations that Riccio had been the father of her child and forcing Darnley to accept his physical resemblance to his son, Mary turned to Sir William Stainley and exclaimed: ‘This is the sone whome, I hope, shall first unite the two kingdoms of Scotland and England!’ While Retha Warnicke has suggested that this story is apocryphal,8 there is no doubt that Mary and Darnley were acutely aware of the unique confluence of Tudor and Stewart bloodlines that James represented, and of his resulting dynastic and diplomatic value. Mary was the direct descendant of Margaret Tudor’s first marriage to King James IV, and the daughter of James V and Mary of Guise; Darnley was the offspring of Margaret Douglas, daughter from Margaret Tudor’s second marriage to Archibald Douglas, 6th earl of Angus. Mary and Darnley were thus directly related in the second degree of consanguinity as first cousins, and through their extended family trees, which both stemmed directly from the sister of Henry VIII, in the fourth degree of consanguinity.9


This fusion of close-knit bloodlines put James head and shoulders above other claimants to both thrones of the British Isles in the mid sixteenth century. It is true that at his birth there were several other potential heirs for Scotland should he and Mary die, foremost among them Darnley’s father, Matthew Stewart the 4th earl of Lennox, and James Hamilton, 2nd earl of Arran and duc de Châtelherault.10 There were also several noblemen with a reversionary interest in the throne beyond these two earls, including Huntly and Argyll.11 However, none of these men had the Tudor connection that Mary and her husband had and which was now united in James’ person, and Elizabeth had no direct kin whom she could nominate as her heir. Until 1575, when Arbella Stuart (d. 1615), the sole daughter of Charles Stuart, Darnley’s younger brother, was born,12 James was the sole realistic prospect for a united British kingdom, and thereafter remained the strongest in terms of a claim via direct lineage.


Even before James’ birth, Mary used her pregnancy to ingratiate herself with Elizabeth. Elizabeth was first alerted to Mary’s pregnancy on 4 April 1566, when Mary asked her to be ‘commere’ (godmother) to her unborn child.13 Believing that Mary was pretending to be pregnant in order to extract political concessions from her, Elizabeth required independent confirmation from Thomas Randolph, who attested that the queen appeared ‘verily’ with child, ‘by other likelihoods that seldom fail’.14 From that moment on, the English government took a forensic interest in the pregnancy and birth, with Cecil dispatching Henry Killigrew from London on the news of James’ arrival. He had his first meeting with the convalescent Mary on 24 June. Killigrew took note of Mary’s own state of health (she was recovering well, but had a weakened voice and a ‘hollow cough’) and a full account of the young prince, who was feeding well from his nurse and whose briefly glimpsed naked body appeared ‘all to my jugment well proporsioned, and lyke to prove a goodly prince’.15


On the day of the birth both Mary and Darnley (despite his supposed questioning of James’ paternity) set about a joint letter-writing campaign to ask Charles IX of France and the duke of Savoy to serve as godparents to the child as well, and wrote to Elizabeth asking her to confirm her acceptance.16 The letter to Charles was sent with a request for money and soldiers to help deal with the lords still at large for Riccio’s murder.17 This dialogue with foreign heads of state would continue throughout the autumn, as Mary negotiated an appropriate visiting dignitary to attend the baptismal celebrations as Elizabeth’s representative, and pursued further support from France.


Beyond exploiting James’ diplomatic value, Mary was certainly concerned for her son’s safety, both at his birth and immediately after. Her choice of Edinburgh Castle as a place of confinement, over the more pleasant surroundings of Holyrood, was directly prompted by her fear that her half-brother Moray, Darnley or another faction of nobility would immediately seize James and use him to oust her from power in favour of a long minority regime.18 Mary’s will, drawn up in late May or early June and now surviving only as a series of testamentary comments on an inventory of her jewels and personal belongings, made it clear that if James survived the birth and she did not, he was to inherit everything.19 Claude Nau asserted that after James’ birth and as long as she was resident in Edinburgh, Mary had her son sleep in her room ‘and often watched by him herself’.20 She also ensured that James’ nursery in Stirling was decorated and furnished with bedding of ‘the fynest that can be gottin’, both for him and the nursing staff.21 However, after observing the customary ‘lying-in’ period for 35 days,22 and as soon as she was well enough to ride, Mary left James with his nurse and went with the earls of Mar, Moray and Bothwell to Alloa for a restorative break, departing after 24 July and arriving on 28 July.23 From there she briefly returned to Edinburgh on 31 July, and then in mid-August to the Water of Megget in Peeblesshire and Glenartney to hunt.24 On 22 August Mary decided, for unknown reasons, to return abruptly to Edinburgh and to remove James to Stirling Castle; he was escorted there in a litter surrounded by four or five hundred arquebusiers. She then travelled to Perthshire, staying at Drummond Castle near Crieff on 30 August. Thus in the first three months of his life, Mary was frequently apart from James, and there is certainly no evidence that James travelled with her on these trips.25
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