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Foreword


A young man, dressed in a doublet and hose and wearing a broad-brimmed hat, looks confidently ahead of him. His hands rest on a dagger at his belt, and to his right stands a shield bearing the arms of Scotland. On the left side of his face, stretching from his forehead to his chin, is the vermilion birthmark which led the ‘Auchinleck chronicler’ to describe him as the king ‘that had the fyre mark in his face’. This is James II of Scotland as portrayed by Jörg von Ehingen, an Austrian visitor to the Scottish court in the 1450s.


Who was James II? Over the years, scholarly opinion has varied as to his character and policies, though there is probably general agreement that he was the first successful Stewart ruler of Scotland – successful that is in the sense that, unlike his three predecessors, he was neither forcibly removed from office nor assassinated. There was, however, rather more to James II’s kingship than mere survival. His determination to increase the authority and resources of the Crown was coupled with an understanding that he had to rule with consent of the Three Estates in parliament or general council, even if that sometimes meant forcing his will on these assemblies. A ‘new’ nobility, more acceptable to the king’s view of the royal status, appeared with the first creations of lordships of parliament in the mid-1440s; and Stewart prestige abroad was enhanced by the marriages of four of King James’s sisters – Margaret, Isabella, Mary and Eleanor – in France, Brittany, Veere and Austria respectively during the late 1430s and throughout the 1440s. Above all, James II and his queen Mary of Gueldres convincingly secured the future of the dynasty by producing five surviving children, three sons and two daughters.


Given the paucity of narrative and ‘official’ sources for this reign, however, much remains obscure and controversial; and Christine McGladdery displayed courage in producing the first scholarly monograph on James II in 1990. Since that time, there has been a veritable explosion of historical research and writing on fifteenth-century Scottish politics and society; and this new volume on the king embraces all of it to great effect, producing a much fuller and more balanced reassessment of the reign than before. Dr McGladdery modestly remarks that this revised James II is not a biography of the king in a conventional sense – the lack of appropriate source material precludes this – but rather a ‘life and times’ of King James, speculating about character and motive where possible.


Some of these speculations provide us with fascinating insights into the character of the king. For example, following the celebration of James II’s marriage to Mary of Gueldres on 3 July 1449, both king and queen appeared in Holyrood Abbey attired in purple, ermine-lined robes. Was the choice of purple, with its imperial associations, deliberate, a veiled message to the king’s greatest subjects, the Black Douglases, that King James intended to be master within his own realm and that he would not share power with anyone, not even with a family which was as famous in Burgundy and France as the royal Stewarts themselves? Perhaps this symbolism at the outset of James’s personal rule points back to the exalted royal status sought by his father – which James II sought to emulate – and forward to the ‘imperial’ claims of his son, James III, in 1469.


The aggressive assertion of royal authority during James II’s personal rule – a mere eleven years – led, perhaps inevitably, to the struggle between the king and the Black Douglases which ended with the death or exile of all of the latter by 1455. In this long war of attrition, we see perhaps the darker side of King James’s nature. Thus William 8th earl of Douglas, at court in January 1452, needed a safe-conduct even to meet his sovereign little over a month later, when he was stabbed to death by the king, assisted by some of the earl’s former supporters. The ensuing civil war showed the two sides at first fairly evenly matched; but James II prevailed through a sustained undermining of Douglas support in the south, and a great deal of luck. Prudently, he never personally engaged a Douglas army in battle, preferring the much more effective method of conducting sieges of Douglas castles with his beloved artillery. These guns played a major role in the last great set-piece siege of the war, a month-long investment of Abercorn castle on the Forth in the spring of 1455; and James II wrote enthusiastically to his ally, Charles VII of France, describing the fall of the castle and the hanging of its defenders. The Black Douglases, formerly the ‘war wall’ of Scotland against English invasion, had been reduced to fugitive clients of the English state.


In the mid sixteenth century, Bishop Lesley remarked that in the time of James II’s ‘later daies, his realme was in quiet prosperous estaite’. But in these ‘later daies’, James II was only in his mid-twenties; and for some of his subjects, the war never seemed to end. The wars with the Black Douglases were immediately succeeded by wars against the English. Admittedly, the king was well supported in his efforts to recover the lost burghs of Berwick and Roxburgh. His death at the age of twenty-nine during the siege of the latter – appropriately through the explosion of one of his bombards – heralded another Stewart minority and leaves question marks hanging over James II’s character and kingship. Was he a strong ruler whose effectiveness was curtailed by his early death? Or a warlord who, like Henry V of England earlier in the century, died soon enough to save his reputation? Or someone else altogether? This thoughtful study provides an excellent pathway to an answer.


Norman Macdougall





Preface:
The King with ‘the fyre mark in his face’


The publication of James II in 1990 attempted to provide a view of the reign of a king who had received very little close attention from historians of Scotland’s mediaeval past, and followed my doctoral research at the University of St Andrews into Crown-Magnate relations between 1437 and 1460 under the inspirational supervision of Norman Macdougall.1 It was produced at a time when received views of the period as one of aggressive conflict between kings and magnates were being challenged; the so-called ‘new orthodoxy’. The substantial research into many aspects of late mediaeval Scotland that has been undertaken in the twenty-five years since James II was published has challenged assumptions and deepened understanding of this period sufficiently to require a significant revision of some of the views expressed in 1990 and a re-assessment of the reign that will, hopefully, address some of the errors and misconceptions in that earlier volume and contribute to what remains an ongoing debate and exploration of fifteenth-century Scotland, its monarchy and the exercise of political authority within its borders.


Any period of history is influenced by what has gone before, and the reign of James II needs to be understood in a much broader unfolding of perceptions of authority and the presentation of power within the Stewart dynasty that succeeded to the Scottish throne in 1371 in the person of Robert II. The struggle to impose royal authority under the early Stewart kings, lieutenants and governors has been explored comprehensively by Stephen Boardman in his volume, The Early Stewart Kings: Robert II and Robert III, and Michael Brown’s James I continued the analysis and elucidation of evolving Stewart kingship.2 As the notes and bibliography in this volume will demonstrate, a great debt of gratitude is owed to the published output of and informative discussions I have had with these and many other colleagues, and this reassessment of the reign of James II is necessary in order to present a far more considered analysis of the available evidence, although any shortcomings remain my own responsibility. The close examination of fifteenth-century Stewart kingship was initiated by Norman Macdougall’s masterly political study of the reign of James III, and his enthusiasm and encouragement brought a number of research students into the field of late mediaeval Scotland in the 1980s and 1990s, including Stephen Boardman, Michael Brown, Michael Penman and Roland Tanner and each has made a significant contribution to the development of a deeper understanding of Scottish history through the wisdom and skill of an inspiring historian and teacher.3


It is not possible to embark on a study of the reign of James II without acknowledging the work of Annie Dunlop in her impressive study The Life and Times of James Kennedy, Bishop of St Andrews, which, although focused on the bishop, analyses many aspects of James II’s own life and times. Her assessment of the king was coloured by his association with Kennedy, whom she portrayed in a very positive light, and when discussing the downfall of the Livingstons, she countered Tytler’s accusation that it was engineered by James II and Bishop Kennedy by stating that ‘the subtle callousness and sustained duplicity which it implied were foreign to the nature of the two reputed arch-plotters’.4 In fact, this revision would suggest that such character traits may not be dismissed so readily, and may be a product of Annie Dunlop’s reluctance to view James II and bishop Kennedy in such a negative light rather than a hard assessment of the evidence. Nevertheless, The Life and Times of James Kennedy remains an excellent and informative secondary source for this period.


The problem of James II is that he had become embedded firmly in a Scottish historiographical tradition that saw the fifteenth century as a time when Scottish kings battled against the unreasonable and violent ambitions of their principal nobles; the ‘over-mighty’ magnate thesis. A significant revision of this view was undertaken from the late 1970s, with Jenny Wormald observing that ‘Nothing is harder to break through than the lingering idea that Scottish lords thought only of fighting and killing people, and to suggest that it is much more likely that they were interested in many other things as well.’5 Work by Alexander Grant has deepened understanding of the nature and attitudes of noble society, and although the so-called ‘new orthodoxy’ is now regarded as having swung the pendulum too far in the direction of magnate co-operation and support for the crown, research into this period provided a vital stimulus to further academic study into aspects of mediaeval and early modern Scotland. Certainly, the analysis from recent research has not caused the pendulum to revert to the view of largely unbridled magnate rapacity portrayed by writers in the sixteenth century, but has highlighted the complexities of circumstances, personalities and contemporary perceptions.6 It is, after all, the purpose of a pendulum to swing.


One of the principal elements to emerge in the course of recent study has been the importance of perceptions in the presentation of power, both royal and noble. Examination of the physical manifestation of such presentation through castle architecture, for example, has provided considerable insight into the exercise of lordship. As Richard Oram has argued, the nature of lordship expressed through castles in the fifteenth century may be seen as a confident proclamation of ‘wealth, power and lineage’ which sought to convey by visual means the establishment of perceived rights and ambitions and the nature of effective local authority that may be found articulated also in personal and private agreements between lords.7 Bonds and indentures, far from being necessarily sinister and exclusive of royal authority, may be understood within the context of making regional power work and resolve tension, although there were often those who felt excluded or disadvantaged by such agreements. There were occasions also where the practice was unacceptable to the king, and the reign of James II provides a prime example in the bond between the earls of Douglas, Crawford and Ross; held to be the reason why James II stabbed to death his most powerful magnate. However, this came about for reasons far more complex than one agreement between three Scottish earls, and was illustrative rather of the serious consequences of the imbalance that could occur when there was a clash between perceptions of authority and jurisdiction and the requirements of personal interests and public duty.


In James II, the Scots had a Stewart monarch who developed a personal concept of kingship which owed much to his father’s robust and elevated attitudes, but was tempered by a far more confident and assertive body in the three estates sitting in regular assemblies of parliament or general council. The work of the Scottish Parliament Project and, in particular, Roland Tanner, has been invaluable in shedding light on this aspect of royal government and proving beyond doubt the serious W aws in Robert Rait’s assertion that the mediaeval Scottish parliament was no more than a ‘rubber stamp’ for royal policies.8 James II’s itinerary, based on the issue of royal charters and letters, shows him to have been based more regularly in Edinburgh than anywhere else, but there is ample evidence also that he travelled frequently and extensively throughout the realm and ventured across the border into the English Marches. His son, James III, would be criticised for not doing this, as such activity and accessibility was seen as a laudable aspect of mediaeval kingship, although James II’s enthusiasm for military and diplomatic ventures, with their attendant costs, led on occasion to mild but firm rebuke from the three estates.


Although the title of this volume is James II, it is not a biography of that king in any exhaustive sense, as the patchy nature of the records prevents much more than speculative analysis of character and motive, and it seeks rather to examine and evaluate the surviving evidence from the period of his reign and assess views drawn from wider secondary sources. Professor Gordon Donaldson, writing of the reign of James II in 1967, stated that ‘the motives which shaped the actions and policies of both the government and its opponents are so uncertain as to be unintelligible’, and it is hoped that this pessimistic view may now be challenged with greater confidence than ever before, although that process is, necessarily, ongoing and open to revision.
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CHAPTER 1


The Legacy of James I (1424-1437)




Bonfires were lighted, flagons of wine were free to all and victuals publicly to all comers, with the sweetest harmony of all kinds of musical instruments all night long proclaiming the praise and glory of God for all his gifts and benefits.1





With these words, the writer of the Book of Pluscarden conveyed the deep relief attendant on the birth of twin boys to James I and his queen, Joan Beaufort, on 16 October 1430. The queen had given birth to four daughters by 1430, and was to bear another two, but it was the securing of the male succession to the Scottish crown that occasioned the levels of joy described above, and Walter Bower, writing his Scotichronicon in the 1440s, states that the elder twin was called Alexander but he died in infancy, leaving his brother, James, as the only surviving son of James I.2 Although the Stewarts owed their place on the Scottish throne to their descent from Robert Bruce, the choice of the name Alexander may have been intended as a link to the more distant ancestry of Alexander III, and the perceived image of peace, prosperity and strong kingship that he had come to represent.3 Naming the second twin James offered continuity with his father’s name and was to be favoured significantly by subsequent Stewart monarchs.4 The second Stewart king to bear this name was to rule Scotland, nominally and then personally, from 1437 to 1460; a reign that witnessed ongoing tensions in the presentation of monarchical power against the perceptions and expectations of those James II sought to govern.


The assassination of James I in 1437 ended the reign of a Stewart king determined to rule in a manner that would raise and extend the power and position of the royal dynasty to which he had fallen heir in 1406. Establishment of the Stewart dynasty had been fraught with difficulties, discussed more fully elsewhere, including periods of weak royal authority, factional politics and infirmity.5 Although it has been demonstrated that there was some continuity of government and administration, the principal regional lords (many of them members of the Stewart family or in alliance with them) acquired considerable power and autonomy and a strong sense of their personal rights and jurisdiction. From the accession in 1371 of the first Stewart king, Robert II, the Scots experienced a manner of rule by kings and governors that operated with a comparatively light touch, and the return of James I in 1424, after eighteen years as a captive in England, required a significant readjustment in perceptions of the exercise of political power; a readjustment achieved with a deliberate ruthlessness that culminated in the assassination of the king in an attack involving the collusion of members of his own household.


The stamp of monarchical authority and prestige which he had driven to establish, and which had largely eluded the first two kings of the Stewart dynasty, was a central factor in subsequent Stewart kingship. However, the consequences of the conspirators’ actions in 1437 were that the Scottish kingdom was faced with all the uncertainties and potential instability of a lengthy minority, as Prince James was only six years old. Those responsible for the assassination of the king were well aware of this, viewing it as an opportunity to direct and manipulate policy and, perhaps, mould the child-king into a monarch with a perception of the exercise of royal authority more acceptable to those with a vested interest in maintaining their local and regional authority.


Walter Bower, abbot of Inchcolm, drew a largely positive portrait of James I in his Scotichronicon, written in the 1440s, praising the king for his strength and attention to the administration of justice. However, Bower’s admiration of strong kingship cannot obscure the fact that strength exercised arbitrarily had a negative as well as a positive impact, and the exercise of successful kingship in mediaeval Scotland required a measure of sensitivity, comprehension and ability to compromise when necessary or expedient. Authoritarian rule that took little account of regional structures or the complex vested interests of the nobility, and ignored the vital delegation of authority necessary to enforce royal policy in late mediaeval Scotland, was potentially vulnerable. Greatly as James I admired the more centralised government of England, witnessed first-hand during his eighteen-year captivity, and aspired to enjoy the fruits of regular taxation, he was unable entirely to emulate the kingship exercised by his English counterpart, Henry V. It is possible to perceive the fatal W aw in James I’s kingship stemming from having served his royal apprenticeship in a country whose government did not operate in precisely the same manner as the one he inherited, and frustration at what he would have seen as the thwarting of his legitimate plans and ambitions was mirrored in the frustration felt in many quarters at the king’s insensitivity, arbitrariness and intransigence.


The assassination of James I in February 1437 was in no sense the result of a popular revolt, but nor can its significance be down-played, as it was the culmination of frustration caused by a determined manner of kingship that had generated a dangerous level of fear, uncertainty and hatred in the minds of a group of personally aggrieved conspirators who believed, in the face of his resistance to persuasion or remonstration, that the removal of the king was the only course left to them.6 The killing of James I was no spur-of-the-moment action by heated opponents driven to impetuous anger, but a calculated gamble on redefining the mechanisms of royal authority. The involvement of the king’s uncle, Walter Stewart, earl of Atholl, and his grandson, Robert Stewart, show that this was an action intended to shift power into the hands of another branch of the Stewart family, as had occurred (although rather less dramatically) with the palace coups witnessed from 1384 onwards.7 Atholl would be the man best suited to assume the leadership of the minority government for his six-year-old great-nephew, and although Bower hints darkly that Atholl aimed for the crown itself, it may be that the removal of the intransigent James I and the opportunity to mould the young James II into a king better able to understand his responsibilities towards his subjects was the intended outcome. Certainly, Michael Brown pointed out that Atholl would have been ‘within one life of the throne’ and that his brother, Robert duke of Albany had not scrupled to remove his nephew and heir to the throne, David duke of Rothesay, in 1402 when his imminent succession threatened to challenge Albany’s regional interests, although the ultimate failure of the conspiracy means that this must remain a matter for speculation.8


Considerable detail concerning the events that led to the assassination of James I is given in two accounts, the earliest one by Piero del Monte, a Venetian envoy sent to Scotland in 1435 to collect the papal tenth. He was in London when he sent a letter to Pope Eugenius IV only one week after the assassination of James I, claiming that his information came from a letter sent by Queen Joan to her uncle, Cardinal Henry Beaufort, bishop of Winchester.9 However, del Monte was also in contact with Anthony Altani, bishop of Urbino and papal nuncio to Scotland, who had attended the General Council in Perth on 4 February and was still there at the time of the king’s death, making him an obvious source for del Monte.10 John Shirley was an English author, translator and scribe in the service of Richard Beauchamp, earl of Warwick, and his account of events in 1437, The Dethe of the Kynge of Scotis, was translated from a Latin source, very similar in detail to French chronicle accounts.11 Shirley’s account is richest in detail and, even allowing for dramatic licence including the use of reported speech, it is possible to point to a reasonable degree of accuracy where details may be verified, and the work sheds fascinating light through contemporary eyes on the serious consequences of a breakdown of trust between crown and subjects. That this involved men very close to the king, by blood and service, only underlined the perilous weakening of the king’s personal authority as a result of riding roughshod over those whose co-operation was vital to the delivery of stable and effective rule.


Notwithstanding the role foreseen for Atholl and his grandson in the longerterm consequences of the action, it was Robert Graham, lord of Kinpunt in West Lothian, who is placed at the centre of the conspiracy in Shirley’s account. He was certainly a man with known antipathy to James I, dating at least from the attack on the Albany Stewarts launched by the king in 1425, and he had been chosen, probably through the influence of Atholl, to act the unusual role of speaker in the general council of October 1436.12 This was held in the aftermath of a disastrous royal campaign to the borders in August with the intention of recapturing the castle of Roxburgh; a Scottish stronghold that remained in English hands. The campaign should, on the face of it, have been a popular one demonstrating James I’s strong military leadership and royal authority in restoring a captured crown possession. However, any plans for a short, sharp strike against Roxburgh were doomed to failure, as the garrison was well-supplied and relief came speedily from a force led by Henry Percy, earl of Northumberland, John Kemp, archbishop of York and Thomas Langley, bishop of Durham. Finding himself in the field facing an approaching English army and surrounded by a Scottish army containing many who would have been increasingly resentful towards him, the king appears to have taken fright and W ed from the siege in some disarray, leaving his precious artillery weapons behind.13 The details of James I’s ignominious failure to retake Roxburgh castle became embellished in the accounts of chroniclers in the sixteenth century, but it is clear from contemporary sources that there were some ugly undercurrents at Roxburgh that go some way to explaining the dramatic events that followed within six months of the campaign.


The purpose of the general council that met on 22 October appears to have been to prepare the ground for a renewal of the campaign against the English and secure revenue to this end. The records show a particular focus on legislation designed to ensure that the crown would have authority over cross-border dealings involving private agreements and ransoms ‘of Inglismen’, prohibitions on certain trade and the imposition of currency restrictions. However, the accounts of Piero del Monte and John Shirley are explicit in stating that the focus of this meeting of the general council was the king’s demand for money. Given the costly debacle of the August campaign, this was royal insensitivity taken to extremes and it elicited a strong reaction from the estates as ‘all who heard it were provoked to hatred and indignation’.14 The choice of Robert Graham to act as speaker for the estates was indicative of the high state of tension created by the king’s actions. Well equipped through his legal training to remonstrate with James I on behalf of the three estates, Graham was nevertheless a man with significant personal enmity towards the king, and this appears to have over-ridden his remit to present the arguments for resisting the king’s unacceptable behaviour. In Shirley’s account, Graham chose to ‘sette handes uppoun the king his souerayne lorde, saying these wordes: “I arest you, sir, in the name of the three astattes here nowe assembled in the present Perlement”’.15 The stunned silence with which this action seems to have been met by those present indicates the degree to which there was still no political will to stage an outright coup and set the king aside, and James I must have sensed the weakness in Graham’s position when he had him arrested for his insolence. However, that he did not take the threat represented by this extraordinary action particularly seriously is shown in the fact that he contented himself with accepting Graham’s voluntary exile.16 This was a mistake, because the failure of the confrontation in parliament must have convinced Walter, earl of Atholl and his grandson, Robert Stewart, that there was no alternative to the removal of the king by force.


One of the features of the many accounts of the assassination and its aftermath was the speculation concerning motive, as contemporaries strived to understand why Atholl, in particular, would have turned so drastically against his nephew and sovereign. James I appears to have regarded this surviving branch of his family with favour and assumed their loyalty. However, Atholl’s sons, David and Alan, had died in the service of the king, and steady royal encroachments upon his territorial interests in Perthshire meant that Atholl was doubtful concerning how much of his inheritance would be permitted to pass to his grandson. Certainly, the focus of Atholl’s landed interests was the lucrative earldom of Strathearn, which he had fought hard to acquire, but James I’s insistence that he held this only in life-rent meant that it would revert to the crown as soon as Atholl was dead.17 Robert Stewart appeared to be close to the king, but it is questionable that this denoted more than physical proximity. Shirley describes Robert Stewart as being ‘right familiar with the king and had all his commandments in the chamber’, but adds that ‘he knew well the false treason that was purposed and was consented thereto’.18 This was written after the assassination and therefore with the benefit of hindsight, but it seems that, to James I, the pressures and tensions that he had placed on Atholl and Robert Stewart were no more than the necessary processes of exercising strong royal authority and promoting crown interests; a disastrous misreading of the willingness of these men to accept with docility all that the king’s actions presaged. Undoubtedly, ease of access to the king enabled Atholl and Stewart to plan the ground for a successful attack, calling upon suffciently alienated and disgruntled men from Perthshire and Fife to act as the foot-soldiers. Apart from Robert Stewart, Robert Graham and Graham’s son, Thomas, the other named conspirators were men with links to Duke Murdac’s family; Thomas and Christopher Chambers, burgesses of Perth, the Barclay brothers of Tentsmuir in Fife, John and Thomas Hall and Henry Macgregor, probably also from Perth, which proved to be a crucial recruiting-ground for those hostile to the king.19


The estates met at Perth on 4 February 1437, and the king had obviously planned to stay on in his quarters in the Dominican friary at Perth, providing the opportunity for the conspirators to finalise their plans and set a date for the deed.20 The role of Robert Stewart was to circumvent any security measures; an easy matter when he was in charge of the king’s domestic arrangements. According to Shirley, the assassination took place in the early hours of 21 February, with Stewart tampering with the locks and placing planks across the ditch that protected the garden by the king’s chamber to enable the assassins to enter. Dramatic details follow of James I, alerted by the noise of scuffles with his household servants, ordering the doors to be held while he sought escape, first through a window which he could not break, and then by pulling up W oor boards to drop down into a stone sewer. Ironically, the sewer’s outlet had earlier been sealed on the king’s orders because he had lost a number of tennis balls while playing at the friary. His hiding place was discovered by Thomas Chambers and the king fought his attackers until Robert Graham struck him through with his sword. Shirley states that ‘it was reportid by trew persoones that saw him dedde that he had xvi dedly woundes in his brest withowte manny other in diverse places of his body’.21 Such a concerted attack certainly demonstrated clear intention to kill, and Shirley states that this intention extended to the queen, but when the conspirators burst into her chamber and found her standing




astonyed as creatur that had lost kyndely resoun, oone of the traytourse wounded her vilaynosly and wolde have slayn her ne had nott be on of Sir Robert Grame’s soones that thus speke to him and sayde, ‘What wolle ye do for schame of youreselfe to the queene? Sche is bot a womman, lett us go and seke the king.22





The clemency shown by one of Robert Graham’s sons, possibly Thomas, was to prove disastrous for the conspirators, and they appear to have realised that at the time. After killing the king, the account states that they returned to seek the queen, but she had W ed the scene and a sufficient stir had been created by then to prompt the assassins to leave Blackfriars with all haste.23


As Robert Graham reportedly observed during his W ight from Blackfriars, the failure to kill the queen meant that ‘wee have cause to dreede gretly leste sche wolle purswe us and labour to do vengeaunce uppon us’.24 Within the context of mediaeval royal marriages, James I seems to have involved his queen in government to a greater extent than his predecessors, and she fulfilled one of the principal duties of a mediaeval queen in the aftermath of the assassination by moving with speed, despite the wounds sustained in the attack on her husband, to secure the position and interests of her six-year-old son. The young prince, James duke of Rothesay, was in Edinburgh at the time in the charge of John Spens, who had served as his steward since 1431. This must have increased the immediate fears of the queen’s party, as Spens had been a prominent servant of Walter earl of Atholl, who would by then have been viewed with deep suspicion regarding his involvement in the conspiracy. It may be that one of the other men in Rothesay’s household, John Balfour, pre-empted any danger from Spens by securing the prince on behalf of Queen Joan, who had arrived in Edinburgh by 27 February. Balfour was certainly a major recipient of lands that may have been forfeited by Spens as the result of his execution, although this is not stated explicitly in extant records.25 William Crichton, the keeper of Edinburgh castle, was a prominent member of the queen’s party, having secured and enhanced his position through administrative service to James I, and this made Edinburgh the logical choice for establishing the royal council in the aftermath of the assassination, with the queen acting as unofficial regent for her son. As regarded pursuit of the conspirators, the queen’s energy and determination demonstrated the truth of Graham’s observations when leaving the scene of the murder.


Contemporary sources reveal shock and revulsion at the assassination and although this is hardly surprising given the nature of the sources and their intended audience, it may nevertheless reflect a genuine sense that such actions were reprehensible and damaging to the principles of law and the sanctity of the office of the crown, whatever the provocation. Regicide was the ultimate crime in mediaeval society as it challenged not only accepted political structures but, through the sacerdotal rights of coronation and unction, constituted an act against God. The unpopularity of James I was such that many of his subjects may have breathed a sigh of relief at his removal without necessarily endorsing the methods used to bring it about. However, the central point regarding the assassination of James I was that he had crossed a line (if not several) in the principles of good lordship, and the sense that he had acted as a tyrant is evident in contemporary accounts. The manner in which power was exercised and determination of those who were to be instrumental in exercising that power, was at the root of what preceded and followed the murder of the king. Initially, the effective transition of authority to the queen cannot have been a foregone conclusion, and there would have been a period of uncertainty while the queen and council endeavoured to establish the scale of the threat and formulate their response.


Securing the person of the, as yet, uncrowned James II was crucial, and the queen’s success in this dealt a blow to any hope Atholl and his fellow conspirators may have had of benefiting from the removal of James I. Although a precise date is not given, Shirley’s account states that Robert Stewart and Christopher Chambers were the first of the conspirators to be captured, and this provided an opportunity for the queen’s party to underline both their authority and their effectiveness by having Stewart paraded round Edinburgh, tortured publicly and made to proclaim his guilt. That the queen was aware of the advantages in promoting a positive impression of the murdered king and the villainy of his attackers is clear in the action taken to display the body of James I prior to his burial in the Carthusian Priory founded by him just outside Perth. Further dramatic impact had been provided by the papal envoy, Bishop Altani, who declared that he had confessed the king eight days earlier and ‘uttered a great cry with tearful sighs, and kissed the piteous wounds; and he said before all the bystanders that he would stake his soul on his having died in a state of grace, like a martyr, for his defence of the common weal and his administration of justice’.26 Such an endorsement could not but strengthen the queen’s efforts to bolster her position, and the executions of Stewart and Chambers are described by Shirley and the writer of the Book of Pluscarden in pitiless detail, culminating in their heads being placed on spikes on the gates of Perth. The Pluscarden account states that the Barclay brothers of Tentsmuir escaped secretly to France, but were captured and taken to John duke of Brittany who meted out the punishment suffered by their co-conspirators in Scotland.27 It is not clear exactly when Walter earl of Atholl was seized, but he may have been taken by William earl of Angus in mid-March after he had taken the heads of Stewart and Chambers to Perth for display, and Michael Brown has suggested that Atholl may have remained in his castle at Methven, by Perth, aware of the failure of the plot, but trusting in a defence based on denial of complicity beyond being aware of his grandson’s intentions.28


Although there was undoubtedly a period of uncertainty and confusion in the aftermath of the assassination, this does not mean that the government of Scotland lacked focus or direction. Indeed, there was considerable continuity of personnel in this transitional administration, supporting nobles with experience and aM nities who could offer stability and authority on behalf of the crown. Of particular relevance to this stability was the role of the three estates, sitting in parliament and general council, although the summoning of parliament for March 1437 must have been a hasty aO air that could not have allowed for the traditional forty-days’ notice. For the trial of so important a magnate as Atholl, with his place in the royal line of succession, the authority of parliament was required, and this was also to be the occasion of the formal coronation of the new king. The traditional site for the inauguration and, since 1329, the coronation of Scottish kings was Scone, but proximity to Perth and the knowledge that others involved in the assassination, such as Robert Graham, were still at large, would have made it expedient to choose a more secure location. A charge had been delivered by the new king’s council to the community of Perth on 7 March to fortify the burgh as a result of the murder of James I, and the burgh of Perth was to seek a pardon in April for the part its inhabitants played in the death of the king.29 It was therefore in Edinburgh that the coronation of James II took place, and the first parliament after the assassination of James I was held there on 25 March 1437, the primary business of which was to direct the coronation of the new king and confer public legitimacy on the actions of the minority government.30


The earliest source for this assembly states that ‘the three estates of the realm compearing at Edinburgh, all the earls, nobles and barons, and the freeholders, of the said kingdom coming to Edinburgh castle, they lead forward our aforementioned lord king with great applause and pomp for the praise of God and gladness of all the people to the monastery of Holyrood of Edinburgh for solemnly receiving the crown of the kingdom of Scotland in the same place’.31 Holyrood abbey was to have particular significance for James II as it was the site of his birth, coronation, marriage and burial, but the consequent celebrations appear to have taken place back in Edinburgh castle under greater security than could be offered at Holyrood.32 James II was crowned by Michael Ochiltree, bishop of Dunblane, rather than the more senior bishops, Wardlaw of St Andrews, Cameron of Glasgow or Lichton of Aberdeen. Cameron was out of the country on diplomatic business, and the speed of the arrangements may explain the choice of Ochiltree, in addition to the fact that he was a staunch supporter of the queen, although it seems puzzling that Wardlaw could not have travelled from St Andrews to perform this important function.33 The symbolic act of coronation accomplished, those assembled in Edinburgh proceeded to the trial and execution, on 26 March, of Walter earl of Atholl, who was led from the tolbooth and forced to wear a paper crown intended to mock him for his failed pretensions. Shirley claims that, because it was Easter week, Atholl was spared the hideous torture suffered by the other conspirators but was merely beheaded.34


Although the rounding up and punishment of the remaining conspirators would have been regarded as important, the serious danger had passed. The men involved in the assassination were steadily turned in to the government authorities by those who wished their loyalty to be recognised, and the capture of Sir Robert Graham by Robert Duncanson of Struan and John Stewart Gorme of Atholl was of particular significance given his pivotal role in the assassination.35 The court was no longer in Edinburgh, but had relocated to Stirling castle by the time that Graham was tried and executed in April. Unlike Atholl, who protested his innocence to the last, Graham was openly defiant and unrepentant, with Shirley recording his final speech from the scaffold in which he declared, ‘I have thus slayne and delyvered you of so cruelle a tirant, the grettest enemye the Scottes or Scottland myght have.’36 The severe and public punishment of the perpetrators of regicide would have been portrayed as upholding the principles of law and natural justice, and notwithstanding the ambivalence that may have been felt concerning the merits of James I’s removal, many would have welcomed the opportunity to draw a line under the events of February 1437 and move forward with the reign of the new king.
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CHAPTER 2


Protecting the Rights of the Crown (1437-1440)




But alas that our kings should so often be young men in whose time justice is often halting.1





The vagaries of life-expectancy in the middle ages meant that acceptance of the principle of primogeniture led to the strong possibility of kings dying while their successors were still minors. Although not desirable, it was hardly an insurmountable problem when government institutions and administrative practice could proceed even without an adult male monarch in personal control. The king’s council would be constituted to include men who had experience through their social position as members of the higher nobility or as practised administrators and churchmen, and these were supported by officials who saw to the day-to-day administration of government in terms of finance, justice and diplomacy. Serious political and economic instability was highly undesirable, and although perceptions of royal minorities as inherently and persistently volatile and chaotic may be questioned, they could offer an opportunity for personal aggrandisement amongst ambitious members of the nobility. The minority of James II was no different and the competing ambitions of factions and individuals are apparent in the records for this period, although the actual position of the king and preparations for power to pass into his hands, when his minority was deemed to be at an end, were not challenged seriously. In fact, recent research into the records of the mediaeval Scottish parliament has demonstrated a greater degree of administrative continuity under competent and experienced personnel than previous studies of the reign have appreciated.2


The initiative seized by the queen following the assassination of James I allowed her to secure and protect her son, thus bolstering her own position in the political manoeuvrings that led up to the coronation in March. However, if she had intended to capitalise on the oaths of fidelity sworn to her by the three estates at her husband’s insistence in having her role as regent for her son recognised in 1428 and 1435, she was to be disappointed.3 Decisions regarding the minority government would have been made during the assembly held at Edinburgh in March, and although no official record survives, it is possible to infer the nature of these arrangements from later sources. The appointment of Archibald Douglas, duke of Touraine and 5th earl of Douglas as lieutenant-general was made, almost certainly, at a meeting of the three estates in a general council which took place around 6 May.4 He was the obvious choice to head the royal minority government, as he had the bloodline (as James II’s cousin through his mother, Margaret Stewart, sister of James I), status and backing to make decisions and enact policy.5 The office conferred quasi-regal authority on Douglas to act as the king’s representative and guard crown rights and privileges until such time as James II could assume personal control. However, there may have been a certain coolness between himself and the queen, as Douglas had been on the receiving end of James I’s arbitrary treatment in 1431, when the king had imprisoned him briefly in reaction to suspicions concerning his involvement with his cousin, John Kennedy, in pursuit of the latter’s ambitions in Carrick.6 The father of the lieutenant-general, Archibald 4th earl of Douglas, had been granted the dukedom of Touraine by Charles VII in recognition of assistance provided by the Scots, under the leadership of Douglas and James Stewart, earl of Buchan (son of Murdac, duke of Albany), in fighting his campaign against English forces led by Henry V in his own campaign to be recognised as king of France. This involved fighting against an English army in which James I was himself present, and such was James’s view of his own position and authority, he looked askance at the independent actions of a noble who had grown wealthy and powerful through his own efforts and private agreements rather than as the result of direct patronage from the crown. However, the choice of Douglas to fill the role of lieutenant-general after the death of James I was logical not only because he had authority as a border magnate with a sizeable affinity, but through his close connections to existing members of the king’s council.7


Continuity of council personnel is apparent in the records, with John Forrester of Corstorphine, chamberlain, William Foulis, archdeacon of St Andrews and keeper of the privy seal, Walter Ogilvy of Lintrathen, treasurer and William Crichton, master of the king’s household, continuing to act as charter witnesses at the beginning of the new reign.8 John Cameron, bishop of Glasgow, had been serving on the Council of Basle from 1434, arguing his royal patron’s case in the dispute over ecclesiastical policies. He was in Bruges at the time of James I’s assassination in February, but had returned to Scotland by April and resumed the office of chancellor. Douglas had strong connections to Cameron, who had served as his secretary in 1423, while Archibald was earl of Wigtown, but had been recruited into royal service soon after James I’s return to Scotland.9 William Crichton was a Lothian baron whose father, Sir John Crichton, had built a tower house at the barony of Crichton, south of Edinburgh, in the late fourteenth century.10 Crichton’s connections with the house of Douglas may have provided the entrée into royal service, but it was his assiduous application in that service which brought about his advancement from James I’s personal chamberlain to the enhanced position of master of the king’s household, sheriff of Edinburgh and keeper of Edinburgh castle.11 These positions enabled Crichton to make important connections and possibly also to advance the careers of members of his own family, such as his cousin, George Crichton, who managed to attain through royal patronage the sheriffdom of West Lothian and built the castle of Blackness on the river Forth, designed in the form of a ship, reflecting Crichton’s role as Admiral of Scotland.12


However, most significant of all in the political manoeuvring that unfolded during the minority of James II, was the position of James Douglas of Balvenie, younger brother of Archibald 4th earl of Douglas and uncle to the new lieutenant-general. Although a member of the comital house of Douglas, it was not territorial influence upon which James Douglas based his career, but service to his kinsmen and to the crown. As Michael Brown has demonstrated, he stepped in to provide focus for the tenants and adherents of his brother, Archibald, after he was captured at Homildon Hill in 1402 and imprisoned in England, and he was rewarded in 1408 with lands in Moray, Aberdeenshire and on the Black Isle, securing in addition the castle of Balvenie in Banffshire. This northern focus to the new possessions of James Douglas, who was thenceforth styled lord of Balvenie, was to be used by him early in the next reign to advance the interests of his own sons; offspring of a late marriage in 1423 to Beatrice Sinclair, sister of William earl of Orkney.13 However, his personal focus was on his possessions in the south, centring his lordship on his castle of Abercorn in West Lothian on the banks of the river Forth. This placed him within easy access of the court, generally to be found in Edinburgh, and had allowed him also to exploit the revenues of nearby Linlithgow.14 From the return of the king in 1424, James Douglas of Balvenie was a frequent royal councillor offering his experience and service to the king as administrator and diplomat and establishing himself firmly in the ranks of James I’s inner council formed principally, although not exclusively, from the ranks of Lothian barons who recognised the advantages of direct service to the crown rather than through the traditional conduit of service to great regional magnates.15 The promotion of James Douglas of Balvenie to the earldom of Avandale in 1437 in addition to the role of justiciar south of the Forth, demonstrates the reliance placed upon his uncle by Archibald 5th earl of Douglas. However, the relationship was one of mutual benefit rather than blind allegiance, as men such as Avandale and Crichton recognised the advantages provided by their own positions of influence constructed during the 1430s and were more concerned to advance these than to offer slavish devotion to the lieutenant-general.16


The role of the queen in the minority government of her son needed to be defined, and it was in the March parliament, or more probably the general council held in May, that she was assigned 4,000 merks and the keepership of Stirling castle, where she was to reside with her children. Further light may be shed on these arrangements by the credible interpretation of an incomplete entry in the Auchinleck Chronicle as referring to May 1437:




of the law and the kingis proffettis and of all the Realme and that the king suld come be him selfe and his and the queen be hir self and hirris bot the king suld ay remane with the queen. Bot scho suld nocht intromet with his proffettis bot allanerlie with his person.17





Although undated in the chronicle, this appears to relate to Joan Beaufort and lays stress on the queen’s role being the care of her children rather than control of royal finances, indicating that she had not been granted the extensive powers of regency that she may have wished. Such relegation may have been the result of attitudes to gender and her English nationality, but she was not left entirely without influence, as this recognised her right to have access and authority over raising her children, and she continued to manoeuvre for the maintenance of those rights and provide an alternative political focus until her death in 1445. Part of the problem underlying the establishment of authority in the first few weeks following the assassination of the king may have been the close association of the queen and her principal adherent, William earl of Angus, with the unpopular policies of James I. Although Angus had been instrumental in rounding up those implicated in the assassination of James I, there was little desire to see a regime that would continue in exactly the same vein as before, and despite clear continuity in personnel, those in control were prepared to make changes. Also, there was considerable rivalry and distrust between the Black Douglases and the Douglases of Angus (later known as the Red Douglases), which would have affected the attitude of Archibald 5th earl of Douglas to the queen’s inner circle when he assumed the mantle of lieutenant-general. Having stipulated the extent of Queen Joan’s remit, tensions were relieved further by the death of Angus in October 1437, and although his son James was to continue his father’s allegiance to the queen, he was only eleven years old when he succeeded as 3rd earl of Angus. William Crichton had also been a prominent supporter of the queen and may have been with the royal party at Blackfriars at the time of the assassination, but although he owed his position to advancement in the king’s service, he proved to be a great political survivor and was prepared to adjust his loyalties to maintain his position at the heart of royal government; a strategy he pursued successfully despite being ousted temporarily in the faction struggles of the 1440s.


Archibald 5th earl of Douglas exercised the office of lieutenant-general in a manner that recalled the methods used by earlier lieutenants and governors in the fourteenth century. This entailed heavy reliance on the support and co-operation of regional lords and those with experience in royal administration, and one of the first pieces of legislation enacted by the new regime was the revocation of all alienations made since the death of James I. This was an important action to take as early as possible after confidence and stability had been restored, and reflects concern that the rights and privileges of the crown should be protected, with no injudicious use of patronage by the new regime involving crown possessions without ‘the advice and consent of the three estates’. To ensure that this was policed, an inventory was to be made and all such grants recorded, until the king attained the age of twenty-one. Any alienations ‘made in hindering of the crown [. . .] shall be of no avail, force nor effect’.18 Given that the act is undated, it has been the subject of some debate concerning to which assembly it belongs, but in a statement issued by the royal burgh court of Aberdeen on 6 May 1437, reference is made to a general council currently being held in Stirling.19 The reason why this act may be supposed to belong to this council, rather than the March parliament, or the following year, is that this was arguably a more representative body than the hastily assembled March parliament, and the arrest of Robert Graham would have created a far stronger sense of security and stability. If it was also the occasion of the appointment of Archibald Douglas as lieutenant-general, it makes sense for the three estates to lay the ground rules for the long minority in prospect.


The role of the three estates acting in consultation over any such alienations indicates determination on the part of those who regarded conciliar government as an important safeguard against misuse of power to place certain restrictions on Douglas’s lieutenancy. This does not necessarily denote any outright hostility to Douglas himself, as he would certainly have been a party to the revocation legislation, but insistence on the lieutenancy being carried out with the aid and due consultation of the council recalls documents such as the appointment of David duke of Rothesay as lieutenant in 1399.20 The use of patronage was pivotal in the exercise of political power, but could be misused to the detriment of the ‘common weal’, therefore it was necessary to place tight restrictions on the lieutenant, compelling him to consult and secure the approval of a wider political body than his own personal council. Application of this legislation is apparent in the royal charter granted on 1 June to David Ogilvy and his wife, confirming a grant of Inchmartin and other lands, given at Edinburgh under the great seal and witnessed by John Cameron, chancellor, John Forrester of Corstorphine, chamberlain, Walter Ogilvy of Lintrathen, treasurer, William lord Crichton, master of the king’s household and William Foulis, archdeacon of St Andrews and keeper of the privy seal. The charter was issued ‘ex deliberatione consilii nostri generalis’, and Roland Tanner has pointed out that this grant was on terms previously endorsed by James I and was clearly being granted with the consent of the general council in line with the legislation agreed in May.21


However, the removal of James I was undoubtedly the occasion for those whose ambitions had been kept in check by the strength of his personality to pursue their own interests and re-establish their perceived rights. At approximately the same time as the general council was meeting in Stirling in May 1437, Isabella, duchess of Albany (widow of Murdac duke of Albany and daughter of Duncan earl of Lennox, both of whom had been executed by James I in 1425 along with Isabella’s two sons) was holding her own court in Lennox on the Isle of Inchcailloch on Loch Lomond.22 She may have been released from captivity, possibly in Stirling castle, shortly after the assassination, and her determination to reassert her rights in the Lennox, which had been taken under royal administration on the orders of James I, was underlined by her use of the titles ‘Duchess of Albany and Countess of the Lennox’. Interest in the Lennox attracted some initial dispute, in the form of a revival of claims by the Stewarts of Darnley. Alan Stewart of Darnley, whose interest in Lennox came through his mother, Elizabeth, the younger daughter of Duncan earl of Lennox, was in France leading a band of Scottish mercenaries when news reached him of the murder of James I. Although he may have thought that the removal of the king who had blocked Darnley claims to a part of the earldom would revive his chances, there is no indication that Alan’s aunt, Isabella, was prepared to offer any compromise.


Two entries in the Auchinleck Chronicle appear to be bound up with Darnley’s ambitions, with the first stating that, on 20 September 1438, ‘Allan Stewart lord Darnley was slane at polmais thorne be sir Thomas Boyd under ane assouerance taken betuix tham’. The second records that ‘The zere of god 1439 the 7th day of July sir Thomas Boyd was slane be Alexander Stewart buktuth and his sonis and mathow Stewart with his brother and uther sundry.’23 Darnley may have entered into an agreement with Sir Thomas Boyd in a quest for allies to advance his perceived rights, which subsequently turned sour and resulted in a blood-feud, although there is no evidence that this involved Isabella. However, a further reference in the Auchinleck Chronicle to another event in 1439 would appear to underline the assertion of Isabella’s authority:




The samyn zere the 24th day of september John of Colquhoun the lord of Luss was slane in Inchmuryne underneth an assouerance be Lauchlane McClanis and Murthow Gibson.24





Colquhoun was the late king’s local agent in Lennox, and had either continued to act in that capacity or was having punishment inflicted on him in settlement of old grievances. Reference to an ‘assouerance’ and the involvement of Lauchlan Maclean of Duart may indicate a deliberate plot on the part of Isabella and her allies to remove the encroachment of royal intervention from the rights and customs vested in the lordship. Inchmurrin on Loch Lomond was the chief stronghold of the Lennox-Stewarts and Isabella re-established herself there and proceeded to build on alliances made with families such as the Campbells of Glenorchy. On 27 March 1437, Colin Campbell of Glenorchy appears to have used the occasion of the visit to Scotland of the papal legate, Bishop Anthony Altani of Urbino to secure permission for a portable altar, ‘on which in places suitable for the purpose he may cause mass and other divine offices to be celebrated in presence of himself and family’.25 By October 1439, a papal dispensation had been secured for Colin Campbell’s marriage to Marion Stewart, grand-daughter of Countess Isabella (arranged by James I in 1425), and Colin received a grant from his wife’s grandmother on 4 October 1440 of lands at the head of Gare Loch in addition to other lands in Lennox.26


Stephen Boardman argues that these arrangements reflect acceptance, at least by the Glenorchy Campbells, of revived Albany/Lennox authority, although the early and childless death of Marion Stewart allowed Colin Campbell to seek alternative alliances.27 As Michael Brown has shown, the Lennox was a powerful example of the strength inherent in local traditions and loyalties vested in the exercise of regional lordship, and when that lordship was exercised by a character as redoubtable as Isabella, it was prudent to accept rather than challenge a structure of power that was not overtly threatening to the crown.28 It is understandable that the king’s minority council would have taken this attitude, but perhaps more surprising that James II should have done so once he assumed personal control of government, but the long-term success of Isabella’s assertion was acknowledged by the king as late as 1456, when he stated that the elderly countess of Lennox, not the king, possessed the revenue rights within the earldom.29 Although based upon very different arguments, reassertion of claims to the exercise of regional lordship were also manifest in the north-east concerning the earldom of Mar; a conflict that was to rumble on throughout the reign of James II.30


Although the survival of record evidence from the minority of James II is patchy in places, there is reasonable coverage for the early years of the minority; enough to suggest that the principal preoccupation of the royal council was the continued safeguarding of royal interests. However, it was also necessary to conduct diplomatic business with England, where Henry VI had just emerged from his own royal minority.31 On 18 September 1437, English letters of safe conduct had been issued at the castle of Berkhamsted by Henry VI to John Cameron, bishop of Glasgow, Alexander Seton lord of Gordon, Walter Ogilvy and John Forrester, in their capacity as ambassadors of the king of Scots tasked with concluding a peace with England. However, the commission appointed on 30 November shows that only Gordon remained from those listed in September, and he was to be accompanied by Alexander lord Montgomery, John Methven, secretary and provost of Lincluden, and John Vaus. It is possible that Cameron’s role as chancellor made it expedient for him to remain in Scotland, but the amended embassy proceeded to conclude a nine-year truce which was to come into effect from 1 May 1438.32 Surviving records convey a sense of the conduct of Archibald 5th earl of Douglas’s lieutenancy, with proceedings from a general council held on Thursday 27 November 1438 in the tolbooth at Edinburgh stating that the assembly was summoned ‘by the most excellent prince and lord Sir Archibald duke of Touraine, earl of Douglas and of Longeville, lord of Galloway and Annandale, and lieutenent general of the realm’.33 Although such a style of address is a clear projection of the status of his lieutenancy, the concluding clause of this general council, which appears largely to have dealt with brieves of inquest, carries a reminder of royal authority with references to ‘the most excellent prince our lord James most illustrious king of Scots’, and ‘Given under testimony of our great seal at Edinburgh on 28 November in the second year of our reign’.34


Notwithstanding this projection of authority, reference to another council held at Edinburgh on 24 December 1438 reflects concerns over ‘open and public reif or spoliation’, carrying the implication that the administration of law and order may not have been operating as smoothly as the council would have wished.35 That Douglas may have been exploiting his office to commit some spoliation of his own is certainly suggested in the notarial instrument drawn up at the tolbooth in Edinburgh on 30 May 1438, which registers the complaint made by Egidia, dowager countess of Orkney, delivered previously before a council held at Perth, concerning the ‘wrongful spoliation of her lordship of Nethisdale’. No records survive of an earlier meeting of the council at Perth, but the confrontation at Edinburgh appears to have become heated when the countess was told that she would receive a full hearing ‘in the next council to be held in Perth’ and that, meantime, any court held in the lordship of Nithsdale would not prejudice her heritable rights. The countess’s spirited reply to this prevarication was a threat to disrupt the meeting of any such court.36 Michael Brown has suggested that this was bound up with Archibald Douglas’s determination to recover the influence he had lost under James I and expand his lordship and authority within the Marches and the south-west. With Nithsdale occupying a strategic position between Annandale and Galloway, this may have included encroachment on the rights of his mother, Margaret duchess of Touraine, in the lordship of Galloway where, although nominally under her control, there is no evidence to show her exercising authority. Another casualty of Black Douglas ambition was James Douglas, the new earl of Angus, whose authority in the Marches was blocked during the lifetime of the lieutenant-general.37


The actions of Douglas in north-east and north-west Scotland were more placatory, as this was not the focus of his personal ambition. With the limited resources of his office as lieutenant, he chose to acknowledge the position of regional magnates and place their ambitions within the apparent authority of the crown. Personal alliances were an important method of securing support and loyalty, and it was to this end that Douglas formed an alliance with David Lindsay, earl of Crawford, in 1438 through the marriage of Crawford’s daughter, Janet, to William, the eldest son of Archibald Douglas. Similarly, the appointment of Alexander earl of Ross and Lord of the Isles as justiciar north of the Forth gave the stamp of government approval to a magnate whose ambitions and actions would be difficult to challenge should he choose to create problems.38


It was through a combination of personal ambition and political expediency that Archibald Douglas exercised his lieutenancy, and his actions were supported through his immediate circle in the royal council and monitored by the three estates in assemblies of the general council. Underlining this central role, the general council held at Stirling on Friday 13 March 1439 decreed that ‘there should be two sessions yearly, in which the lord lieutenant and the king’s chosen council shall sit’.39 Also, the council ordained that ‘where there is any rebel or unruly men reset within or holding any castle or fortalice, or where there is any violent presumption of rebellion [. . .] that the lieutenant raise the country and pass to such houses and arrest those persons to the law [. . .] and if any [person] makes difficulty, [they are] to be arrested or to find surety [. . .]’.40 Pursuit of personal ambitions in the localities may have been at the root of these concerns, but before the date set for the next meeting of the general council on 14 September, Archibald Douglas succumbed to a fever and died at Restalrig near Edinburgh on 26 June, possibly during the outbreak of plague recorded in the Auchinleck Chronicle: ‘the pestilens come in scotland and began at dumfres [Dumfries] and It was callit the pestilence but mercy for thar tuk it nain that ever recoverit bot thai deit within xxiiij houris’.41


Archibald was succeeded in the earldom of Douglas by his son, William, who was sixteen years old at the time, and this changed considerably the dynamics of the minority. This was a period that, through a combination of accident and design, also saw a number of minorities in magnate houses; a feature compounded by the dearth in the ranks of the higher nobility as a result of James I’s purges, failures of line and disputed succession. After the assassination of James I in February 1437, the only adult earls in Scotland were Archibald 5th earl of Douglas, William 2nd earl of Angus and David Lindsay, earl of Crawford. Malise Graham earl of Menteith and John earl of Sutherland were in England serving as hostages for the ransom of James I.42 This contrasts sharply with thirteen Scottish earldoms in existence at the beginning of the fourteenth century, with four additional earldoms created between 1306 and 1437. Although there was always a certain amount of W uctuation due to forfeitures and failures of line, Alexander Grant calculates that there were, on average, between eight and ten earls active in Scotland at any one time during the mediaeval period.43 The death of William earl of Angus in 1437, leaving a son who was a minor, reduced the numbers still further and, with the death of Douglas in 1439, leaving a son who was also a minor, there was no obvious successor to replace him in the office of lieutenant-general. Although James Douglas of Balvenie had been created earl of Avandale in 1437, he was not of the stature and following to fill the gap left by his nephew and it was this unprecedented vacuum in the ranks of those who, traditionally, had provided leadership that forced a new political strategy during the minority of James II.


One of the principal features of the nobility during the reign of James II was the emergence of a peerage rank known as lords of parliament. As with most such developments, this did not happen overnight but was in response to the particular circumstances of the minority. Alexander Grant’s research has shown that, below the rank of earl, those holding lordships and baronies would be recorded in documents as ‘de’, or ‘of’ a particular place or family; for example, Alexander ‘dominus de’ (‘lord of’) Montgomery, Herbert Maxwell of Caerlaverock. However, by 1445, there had been significant evolution of such titles into a distinct peerage linked to parliamentary attendance.44 Under these designations, barons would appear as, for example, Alexander lord Montgomery (from Alexander lord of Montgomery) and Herbert lord Maxwell (from Herbert Maxwell of Caerlaverock – the place of his lordship being omitted entirely). Such styles may be found in earlier reigns, but not with any consistency, and their absence during the personal reign of James I suggests that he suppressed any such designation. Roland Tanner has argued convincingly that the renewal and rapid adoption of this peerage style followed the removal of James I, and suggests that a reference to Duncan Campbell of Lochawe as ‘dominus Duncanus miles dominus de le Cambel’ in May 1437 was an early example of this change.45 Official documentation began to use this peerage style, indicating the consent, recognition and even encouragement of the royal council, which is not surprising when a principal member of that council, William Crichton, was using the style William lord of Crichton by 1438. The reason why such titles are designated ‘parliamentary’ peerages explains both their absence between 1424 and 1437 and their increased appearance thereafter. As has been argued, the central role of the three estates in the minority government was emphasised in the immediate aftermath of the assassination of James I, while the structure of government was being established. Part of the friction and tension evident during the reign of James I was the result of his unwillingness to have his actions blocked or inhibited by the authority of the three estates, and the reign of a new king who was still a child would have provided an ideal opportunity for those who wished to see the exercise of ‘good lordship’, with all that entailed in terms of judicious consultation, underlined with a recognition of the status of those members of the nobility eligible to attend parliament. A number of variations in designation occur in the period up to 1445, but the acceptance of the rank of lord of parliament was such that it became a form of patronage conferred upon those whose right to attend meetings of the three estates was a mark of their personal standing. Walter Bower records a list of ‘domini de parliamento’ in a version of the Scotichronicon written in the mid-1440s which, according to Roland Tanner, demonstrates clear recognition of the title, before the creations in the parliament of 1445, by a contemporary who was ‘a staunch supporter of officialdom in all its guises’.46


The chroniclers of the sixteenth century, peddling the firm agenda that the problems of the fifteenth century could be explained by the actions of over-mighty and self-serving nobles, produce tales of violence, manipulation and acts of aggression perpetrated by these families while the king was powerless to prevent their actions; a view that informed subsequent historiography until comparatively recently. While recognising that there was undoubtedly a measure of exaggeration and lurid detail intended to support the writers’ version of events as they understood them, and to convey a moral message, it is nevertheless important not entirely to dismiss the frictions and tensions to which they allude. The minority of James II witnessed several outbreaks of factional violence and tension which had the effect of reshaping the political map of Scotland and laid the foundations for the serious friction that exploded between James II and the Black Douglas family in the 1450s.


Evidence suggests that such frictions had greater resonance in the period following the death of the lieutenant-general in 1439. It has been pointed out that although the business of the minority government of James II was conducted within the framework of regular meetings of the three estates in general council and parliament, the nature of that business changed markedly after the death of Douglas. Legislation had been a feature of such assemblies during the reign of James I and even, to a certain extent, under the lieutenancy of Douglas, but the lack of a magnate with the stature to act as lieutenant-general following Douglas’s death in 1439 seems to have impacted on the level of authority which general councils could command in the early 1440s.47


The death of the lieutenant-general appears to have been the trigger for a serious power struggle at the heart of royal government, and the earliest indication of this was the queen’s re-emergence with the intention of increasing the limited powers allowed to her in 1437. She may have been making plans and improving her position even prior to the death of Douglas, and Michael Brown has argued that she sought to exploit the vacuum left in Perthshire by the execution of Walter earl of Atholl in 1437; there are certainly indications that she had courted the support of men of influence within that region. The Stewarts of Lorne appear to have been central to her plans, with Robert Stewart of Lorne playing an important role in Perthshire politics as well as having experience in royal service. Her initial move following news of Douglas’s death was to mirror one of her first actions following the murder of her husband in 1437, which was to secure possession of her son.48 Although the queen had been granted access to and custody of her children, she does not appear to have been permitted to have the young king with her constantly. During July, she removed James from Edinburgh (and therefore the custody of William lord Crichton) and established herself in Stirling castle. This had been granted to the queen as her residence and was the place where, traditionally, royal children were raised. In the chronicles written in the sixteenth century, sinister implications were ascribed to this action, with Lesley and Buchanan stating that the queen smuggled her son out of Edinburgh castle without Crichton’s knowledge, taking him to Stirling (held by Alexander Livingston), who promptly proposed to besiege Crichton in Edinburgh castle.49 This places the actions within an assumed context of mutual antipathy between Crichton and Livingston, who are portrayed in the manner of pantomime villains, each scowling at the other from the ramparts of their respective royal castles. Both writers also place the date of the queen’s actions before the death of the lieutenant-general who, they argue, harboured antipathy towards both Crichton and Livingston.


To the extent that the location of James II at this time may be determined, his itinerary, calculated by the dates and places where royal charters were issued, shows that, were the Great Seal to be kept with the king (which is by no means certain during a minority), James II was in Edinburgh on 10 July 1439 and in Stirling one month later, on 13 August.50 It seems likely that the sequence of events was the illness and death of Douglas, the securing of the young king by his mother and their removal to Stirling, followed shortly thereafter by the queen’s remarriage to James Stewart of Lorne; styled the ‘Black Knight of Lorne’ in later chronicle sources. Although a younger brother of Robert lord of Lorne, and therefore not a man of obvious political status, the marriage created ties of kinship with the principal family providing the queen’s support-base in Perthshire, including David Murray of Tullibardine and Archibald Stewart; Murray sought the office of steward of Strathearn, and Archibald became sheriff of Perth. Another significant supporter of the queen was James Kennedy, bishop of St Andrews, who had been the recipient of one of his nephew James I’s last acts of patronage in January 1437, when he provided Kennedy to the bishopric of Dunkeld, despite the opposition of both Pope Eugenius IV and the chapter at Dunkeld.51
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