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Preface



More than thirty years have gone by since the appearance of R L Mackie’s scholarly and immensely readable biography of James IV.1 Mackie’s king strides confidently through the book, an active, popular, effective ruler — war lord, patron of the arts, firm enforcer of the law, generously endowed with the kingly virtues of piety and liberality, for much of the reign the ideal Stewart king. Few would disagree with this overall estimate of James IV. Indeed it has become enshrined in histories of the king throughout the five centuries since his reign, an unbroken tradition, stretching from the works of Adam Abell, Sir David Lindsay of the Mount, Bishop John Lesley, and Robert Lindesay of Pitscottie,2 through the seventeenth-century elaborations of Drummond of Hawthornden and Hume of Godscroft,3 the romantic nineteenth-century excesses of Sir Walter Scott in Tales of a Grandfather and Marmion,4 the painstaking scholarship of Tytler and Andrew Lang,5 down to our own century, with the histories of Hume Brown, Taylor, and the biographies of King James’s brother and illegitimate son Alexander by Herkless and Hannay.6 Mackie’s biography is firmly rooted in this tradition, and carries the added authority of extensive recourse to that indispensable treasure-chest of information about the king and reign, the first four volumes of the Treasurer’s accounts, together with the very full treatment of foreign diplomacy which one would expect from the editor of King James’s letters.7


There are, however, problems about the traditional view of the king which Mackie does little or nothing to resolve. Broadly these fall into two categories: first, with the benefit of hindsight we know that James IV was a highly successful ruler, and there is therefore a tendency to play down the political traumas of the late 1480s and early 1490s in the desire to have the king emerge, adult, able, and popular, as quickly as possible. Thus the famous parliamentary comment on the death of James III — that the king had ‘happened’ to be slain — is seized upon, the late king is shovelled into his grave and swiftly forgotten, and James IV emerges without difficulty in 1493 from the tutelage of those magnates who had eliminated his father to dominate all of them with ease and earn the much-used but singularly unhelpful title of ‘Renaissance Prince’. Such a view is difficult to sustain. Of all decades of the fifteenth century, the ’eighties were the most politically troubled, with no less than three major rebellions — in 1482, 1488, and 1489 — in all of which James, as youthful prince or adolescent king, played a prominent part together with a large, but constantly changing, proportion of the Scottish political community. The shock waves which followed in the wake of these major political upheavals did not subside for many years, and it seems unlikely that James IV was able to assert himself as an effective ruler until at least 1494, or more probably the spring of 1495.


Secondly, many writers have the problem of knowing what to do with King James once they have him launched on his adult career. A reign which is marked by a long period of domestic peace — the sixteen years between 1497 and 1513 are remarkably untroubled — does not lend itself easily to dramatic stories of intrigue, unrest, and masterful kingship. One solution to this problem is to pillage the Treasurer’s accounts for evidence of the king’s breadth of interests — his amateurish experiments in dentistry and medicine make excellent copy8 — and to seize upon Somerset Herald’s vivid account of James’s marriage to Margaret Tudor in August 1503,9 the follow-up to the grandly-named Treaty of Perpetual Peace of the previous year, which, despite its significance in making possible the Union of the Crowns a century later, was in terms of its immediate effects one of the least convincing of all Anglo-Scottish treaties.


In any event, few writers on James are content to leave him for long on his precarious pedestal as a paragon of Scottish kingly virtues. As soon as 1503 is safely past, there is a stampede towards the seemingly inevitable disaster of Flodden. Mackie devotes about one-third of his biography of James to the king’s supposedly maladroit diplomacy, asserting rather than proving that King James was out of his depth in dealing with the powerful European rulers of his day, that he was blinded to diplomatic realities by his vision of a crusade against the infidel which he himself might lead, and that his growing megalomania was simply used by allies and enemies alike to drag him to his ruin. In Mackie’s memorable and oft-quoted phrase, James IV was a ‘moonstruck romantic’. But Mackie also believed that the young Henry VIII was a realist. A different view of both kings is offered below.


Discarding both the ‘Renaissance’ and ‘moonstruck’ tags as unhelpful in forming any useful estimate of the king’s character and policies, I have attempted to chart James’s development from the unpleasant, mistrusted, and neglected youth who successfully opposed his father in 1488 to the adult king of seven years later, and then developed a number of the themes which made James’s kingship popular and successful — committed military leadership, an effective fiscal policy, firm control of the national church, delegation of royal authority to trustworthy men in the localities, the construction of a royal navy, and — above all — a personal itinerary which in terms of the speed and energy involved would do credit to a modern member of parliament defending a wafer-thin majority at election time. In pursuing these themes, I have benefitted enormously from the veritable explosion of scholarly activity which has transformed our knowledge of late medieval Scotland since Mackie’s time. The work of Drs Athol Murray and Craig Madden — on the workings of the Scottish exchequer and royal fiscal policies respectively10 — has added very substantially to our understanding of the size of income which a medieval Scottish king might hope to receive, and the many methods by which he might seek to augment it. Dr Trevor Chalmers’ magisterial thesis on the royal council, patronage, and administration in the reigns of James III and IV11 should be read by anyone wishing to understand the workings of royal government in the late medieval period; and Dr Leslie Macfarlane’s scholarly biography of Bishop William Elphinstone, Privy Seal for twenty-two years, the most eminent legal mind in Scotland, and James IV’s loyal servant throughout the reign, is a treasure-house of information, not only about the bishop, but on such varied subjects as government, administration, law, and education.12 Then in 1986 the eagerly awaited edition of the acts of the Lords of the Isles, superbly edited by R W and Dr Jean Munro, appeared to illuminate the relative darkness of the medieval Highlands and Islands, the difficult relationships which developed amongst the leaders of Highland society, and between all of them and the Crown.13


In the generation since Mackie wrote, our understanding of how the medieval Scottish Crown and magnates viewed their respective roles in government — national and local — diplomacy, and war, has been transformed by the work of Drs Wormald14 and Grant,15 carrying us convincingly away from the traditional interpretation of weak — or strong — kings endlessly confronted by over-mighty magnates to a much more balanced assessment of the period, with king and nobility cooperating for much of the fifteenth century because both sought broadly the same objectives. For Dr Wormald in particular, the Stewart kings were more powerful than has often been suggested, for while they could not afford to spend the vast sums available to their much richer European neighbours, they had sufficient wealth to govern Scotland, to distribute patronage — generally in lands or offices — on a scale far greater than that possible to their wealthiest magnates. On the other hand, the Crown could not normally afford a contract army, so that it was bound to rely heavily on loyal members of the nobility in far-flung parts of the kingdom, and to reward them appropriately. Only in this way could royal government be at all effective, or the Scottish host be expected to appear at the muster point on those occasions when warfare on the borders or elsewhere had to be undertaken. The current orthodoxy in historical thinking about government in the late medieval period, then, stresses Crown-magnate cooperation rather than confrontation, an overall political equilibrium upset only by James I’s assault on the Albany Stewarts, James II’s systematic destruction of the Black Douglases, and one highly unsatisfactory king, James III.


In his extensive overview of late medieval Scotland, first published in 1974, Dr Ranald Nicholson is to some extent at odds with this new orthodoxy, portraying a fifteenth century in which violence directed at the Crown by its subjects, general disorder, and palace revolutions, often seem the norm rather than the exception. Dr Nicholson’s major contribution to late medieval Scottish history, however, is surely to be found in his revisionist view of James IV, an estimate of the king which is significantly different from that of Mackie. In place of Mackie’s genial, fearless, but ultimately stupid prince, Nicholson portrays a shrewd and occasionally devious ruler, skilled in foreign political intrigues and in screwing as much money out of his subjects as possible without inciting general unrest in the process. This is a stimulating — and broadly convincing — portrayal of successful royal Stewart government; indeed, Dr Nicholson’s study of the entire late medieval period seems to increase in stature each time I return to it, and its contribution to the growing historical debate on the nature of late medieval Scottish government and society has been immense.16


Moving from the scholarly to the bizarre, in 1970 Scottish historians were confronted with the problem of assessing the validity of an autobiography of James IV, written by a lady who claimed — and claims — to be the reincarnation of the king.17 Initial scholarly response to the challenge presented by this lady, Ada Kay or Stewart, was understandably cautious, for if she was indeed the reborn James IV, then her knowledge of the period was obviously unchallengeable. Surprisingly, there was a reluctance at the time to test what her racy and readable account of her former life said about people and events which are very fully described in contemporary official records. Even a casual glance at these swiftly reveals that the memory of the reincarnated king seems to be playing him/her false about incidents in his life which must have been important to him at the time. To take only one example, the James IV of the 1490s would have remembered his first two mistresses, Marion Boyd and Margaret Drummond, much more clearly than his reincarnation of the 1970s, who appears to have had recourse to later histories to jog his/her memory. This is not to deny the patent honesty of Ada Kay’s conviction that she is the reincarnation of James IV; but it is to say that her ‘autobiography’ of the king is most safely read as a highly colourful and entertaining historical novel.18


Perhaps, therefore, the time is ripe for a further attempt to understand the career of the most successful of the late medieval Stewarts. No single volume could encompass all aspects of his life and reign, and there are significant and deliberate omissions from this one. For example, those primarily interested in Middle Scots poetry, in the makars who flourished in and around James’s court, will find that they receive scant attention here, largely because they are extensively treated elsewhere. Similarly, I have little to add to Dr Macfarlane’s scholarly treatment of the development of Scots law during the period, or to Dr Chalmers’ unparalleled understanding of the workings of the royal administration; and late medieval feuds, including some in which the king was directly involved, are touched upon rather than discussed at length, because they form the subject of research currently being undertaken by Stephen Boardman.


Thus what follows is a biography of James IV which lays strong emphasis on political and diplomatic affairs. That these fields still offer the widest scope for debate as to the nature of James’s kingship can be proved by asking a few apparently straightforward questions. Why was there a major rebellion, lasting no less than nine months from April 1489, only six months after the parliament of October 1488 had confirmed the post-Sauchieburn regime in power? Why was Archibald, fifth earl of Angus, besieged in his castle of Tantallon in the autumn of 1491 by the royal forces, yet trusted with the highest secular office in the kingdom, the Chancellorship, little over a year later? Why did James IV call so few parliaments? How was he able to double, perhaps even treble, royal income without becoming highly unpopular in the process? How significant, in the short term, was the Treaty of Perpetual Peace of 1502? What role did James envisage for the royal navy, his greatest single item of expenditure from the early 1500s? Had the Scottish king any greater commitment to the crusading ideal than his European contemporaries?


Possible answers to all these questions are suggested below. Frequently the search for answers produces still more questions, and I cannot claim to have written anything like a ‘definitive’ biography of this perennially fascinating ruler. Given the nature of both ‘official’ and chronicle evidence, this would be impossible. But I hope to have demonstrated convincingly that those elusive skills necessary to the successful governing of medieval Scotland were possessed to a high degree by James IV.
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1


A Family at War, 1473–88


On Friday 14 July 1486, Margaret of Denmark lay dying in Stirling Castle.1 Thirty years of age, queen of Scots for seventeen of these, she had borne to her husband James III three sons, all of whom had survived infancy and generously fulfilled the queen’s principal function of providing for the succession. On her deathbed, if her biographer is to be believed, Queen Margaret called her three boys to her and exhorted them to pursue virtuous lives. In particular, she singled out her eldest son, James, duke of Rothesay, heir to the throne, and said to him:


‘James, my eldest boy, I am speeding towards death; I pray you, through your obedience as my son, to love and fear God, always doing good, because nothing achieved by violence, be certain, can endure’.2


This admonition may be little more than a conventional literary device by Sabadino, Margaret’s Italian biographer, writing about five years after the queen’s death; but it contains an element of grim prophetic irony. For within two years the Duke of Rothesay would have seized his father’s throne by violence, James III would be dead at the hands of his own subjects, and Margaret of Denmark’s memory would be abused even by her son, who would use the fabricated tale of her death by poison with her husband’s compliance to justify to the Danes his successful rebellion in 1488.3 And the new regime created by the violence of that rebellion, in spite of its assertive self-confidence and some striking successes, would not endure.


The eldest of the three sons of James III and Margaret of Denmark, Prince James, the future king, was born on 17 March 1473.4 The absence of any major contemporary chronicle, and indeed of most of the Treasurer’s accounts before 1488, makes it impossible to produce any more than a thumbnail sketch of the prince in his infancy and youth. He probably spent most of his time before 1488 at Stirling in the care of his mother, and latterly in the company of his two younger brothers, James and John. In 1478 Queen Margaret was officially entrusted with the custody and education of the heir to the throne for five years, though this was probably no more than the confirmation of an already existing situation following James III’s general revocation of 1476.5 From early infancy Prince James, already Duke of Rothesay, was used in his father’s diplomacy. In October 1474 James III and Edward IV concluded the first firm Anglo-Scottish alliance of the 15th century, the foundation of which was to be a marriage between the infant Rothesay and Edward IV’s daughter Cecilia when both should reach marriageable age — the prospective groom was one year old in 1474, the bride-to-be was aged three. The immediate return for the Scots king was a dowry of 20,000 marks sterling (approximately £40,000 Scots) which would be paid in advance, in annual instalments of 2,000 marks;6 in the longer term, the treaty marks the beginning of James III’s obsessive pursuit of friendship with England, a policy which was as unpopular as it was innovatory. For the Duke of Rothesay, his father’s Anglophile stance simply meant a succession of marriage proposals — three prospective English brides between 1474 and 14877 — none of which was realised.


The use of the heir to the throne in this high-powered if unsuccessful diplomacy did not of course impinge on Rothesay’s early life, and his motives for suddenly emerging as the adolescent rebel of 1488 can only be guessed at. The surviving Treasurer’s account for James III’s reign — a mere sixteen months in 1473–4 — provides us with a few names of suppliers to the court and members of Margaret of Denmark’s household, together with a total of £72 7/10d spent during part of this period on the infant Prince James;8 but this source, which would have been invaluable in indicating the motives of the adolescent Rothesay in the 1480s, is lost to us until his accession as king in the summer of 1488. From the exchequer records we learn only that Prince James was taken — presumably from Stirling — on visits to Edinburgh in the summers of 1474 and 1479, being lodged in the castle on both occasions. His nurse in the ’seventies was Agnes Turing, wife of an Edinburgh burgess, she and her husband being rewarded with half the farms of Drumcorse, Linlithgowshire, which brought them in £10 per annum. The same source provides us with the name of one servant of the prince, David Balfour, who received as payment the lease of some royal lands in Menteith.9


Nor are chronicle accounts much more help. Bishop John Lesley, after recording the prince’s birth, described a marvellous comet which appeared in the south for a month — 17 January to 18 February, anticipating James’s birth in March — and comments that this was ‘ane signe of mony mervellus changes in the warld.’10 Lesley was writing about a century later, around 1570. However, a contemporary chronicler interpreted the comet’s appearance not as a portent of marvels to come, but of disaster — the wrecking of Bishop Kennedy’s barge, the ‘Salvator’, at Bamburgh in the month of the prince’s birth, and the recent murder of King Henry VI of England in May 1471.11 Giovanni Ferreri, writing in the 1570s, confines himself to conventional praise of the young Duke of Rothesay, remarking that while he and his younger brothers James and John all showed a truly royal nature, the heir to the throne outshone the other two by the beauty of his character and the brilliance of his talents.12


Neither such conventional praise nor the circumstantial detail of the surviving exchequer and Treasurer’s accounts takes us any further towards an understanding of Rothesay’s involvement in the successful rebellion of 1488. It would appear that his life in infancy, youth, and early adolescence, spent mainly at Stirling with the queen and the castle’s keeper, James Shaw of Sauchie, was uneventful — or at least that any dramatic events associated with the prince are lost to us together with the records which would reveal them.


There exists, however, one revealing glimpse of Prince James prior to 1488. Surprisingly, it is provided, almost in an aside, by Ferreri. In the late summer of 1482, the chronicler tells us, the prince and his mother were visited at Stirling by James III’s brother Alexander, duke of Albany, who had come direct from Edinburgh accompanied by William Scheves, archbishop of St Andrews, Andrew Lord Avandale, the Chancellor, and Colin Campbell, earl of Argyll. While at Stirling, Albany spent some time discussing at length the proper education for the nine-year-old heir to the throne.13 Superficially, this last statement does not appear of great interest; but the political events of 1482 raise it from the ordinary to the extremely remarkable. For the truth was that Albany was struggling for a dominant role in government, and that little over a month before his visit to Stirling, he had come to Scotland to try to overthrow his brother and make himself king as Alexander IV.


The prince’s father, James III, was largely to blame for this state of affairs. We can never be certain exactly what caused him to attack his younger brother Albany in the spring of 1479, for the parliamentary indictment of the duke makes unconvincing reading and indeed failed to convince the estates that his offences were treasonable and that he should be forfeited. In fact, one of the principal charges brought against Albany — the defence of Dunbar castle against the king — simply begs the question, as Dunbar was only garrisoned against James III after his attack on Albany. As there is virtually no other evidence, we are forced to interpret the break between the two brothers in terms of the other main charge brought against Albany in parliament — the abuse of his office of March Warden, violating the peace with England by treasonable ‘slauchteris reffis and hereschippis’.14 As we have seen, maintenance of the English alliance of 1474 lay at the heart of James III’s very personal foreign policy. It is clear that Albany, only two years the king’s junior, did not share his opinion, that many southern Scots agreed with him, and that both as a royal Stewart and as a March Warden, he was a natural focus for their discontent. There may also have been an element of jealousy in the relationship between the two men. As Professor Donaldson has pointed out, James III was the first fifteenth century Scottish king to have to cope with the problem of having adult brothers;15 and while the eminently quotable sixteenth century chronicler Lindsay of Pitscottie may have misinterpreted most of the events of this reign, his statements that James III ‘desirit nevir to heir of weiris nor the fame theerof while Albany (and his brother Mar) ‘lovit nothing so weill as abill men and gud horss’16 reflect surely the king’s determination to preserve peace with England whatever the cost, his brother’s opposition to such an attitude, and their respective popularity and unpopularity with sections of the political community as a result.


The crisis broke in the spring of 1479. Albany may have been arrested by the king, served a brief period of imprisonment in Edinburgh castle, and subsequently escaped, or more likely he anticipated arrest by taking refuge in Dunbar castle, garrisoning it, and fleeing to France. A full-scale royal siege of Dunbar, possibly lasting as long as a month in April/May, followed, with artillery brought into play on both sides, the sound of the bombardment clearly audible to the twelve-year-old John Major, eight miles away at his home at Gleghornie near North Berwick.17 The castle duly fell or was surrendered, but the sequel was much less satisfying to the king; for Albany had already escaped to France, and the parliament of October 1479, which might have been expected to accede to the king’s wishes and forfeit the duke, simply continued the summons calling on him to appear to answer the charges18–and indeed did so again and again over the next two-and-a-half years. This public rebuff to the king probably reflects not only the unpopularity of his English peace — for the estates clearly did not regard as treason violations of the truce on the borders by Albany — but also a growing fear by prominent members of the political community that none of their number was safe from their overbearing and arbitrary ruler if they sought to take an independent line.


Yet the three years between Albany’s flight in 1479 and his return in 1482 witnessed a remarkable diplomatic volte-face on the part of both James III and his brother. By the spring of 1480, the Anglo-Scottish alliance had collapsed, and the Scottish king was looking once more to Louis XI of France for support in resisting Edward IV of England. King James may of course have had no choice but to reopen serious negotiations for a French alliance; for his exiled brother Albany, welcomed by Louis XI and provided with a prestigious French marriage — in January 1480 he married Anne de la Tour, daughter of the Count of Auvergne and Bouillon — was a potential menace, the more so as the Scottish estates resolutely refused to forfeit him in absentia. Worse still, the belligerence of Edward IV, demanding both that the prospective Scots groom, Prince James, should be sent to England by 1 May 1480, and that Berwick should be ceded to the English, finally sealed the fate of the Anglo-Scottish alliance. War broke out between England and Scotland in April 1480; and James III, whose unpopularity at home was in large measure due to his intransigence in maintaining the 1474 alliance against the odds, found himself in the highly vulnerable position of seeking to raise the Scottish host to resist the inevitable invasion of his former ally.19


Albany’s dramatic political shift from wronged Scots patriot in French exile to pretender to his brother’s throne as a client of Edward IV was born of necessity. With James III and Louis XI proposing a renewal of the Franco-Scottish alliance, the duke could give up any hopes of French assistance to help him recover his position in Scotland. He determined therefore to take the enormous risk of seeking the aid of Edward IV, taking advantage of James III’s growing embarrassment as the Anglo-Scottish war dragged on to his disadvantage. But the English price for military support was very high. By the treaty of Fotheringhay of 11 June, Albany, signing himself ‘Alexander R.’ and describing himself as King of Scotland by Edward IV’s gift, accepted that the English king would aid his restoration in Scotland only if the duke took his brother’s place on the Scottish throne as Edward IV’s vassal. Significantly, Albany was to attempt to secure an annulment of his recent French marriage and was thereafter to marry Edward IV’s daughter Cecilia, the bride promised to the duke’s nephew Rothesay, James III’s heir. The treaty also required the cession to King Edward of Berwick, Liddesdale, Eskdale, Ewesdale, Annandale, and Lochmaben castle20 — in fact the surrender of large areas of Albany’s earldom of March and lordship of Annandale, to which the duke had hoped to be restored. It is difficult, if not impossible, to be sure whether Albany actively pursued an agreement which would win him his brother’s crown, or whether Edward IV made that a precondition of his support, and the duke had no choice but to agree. It may be significant that Albany was already describing himself as King of Scotland within a fortnight of his arrival in England, and a full month before the treaty of Fotheringhay.21 On the other hand, he must have realised that English military assistance, even if it resulted in the defeat and death — or removal — of James III, would hardly endear him to the Scottish political community, especially as King James and Margaret of Denmark had three sons, any one of whom had a better claim to the Scottish throne than Albany. So the duke’s invasion of Scotland, in the company of a huge English army under the command of Richard, duke of Gloucester, in the summer of 1482, was a dangerous political gamble undertaken by a young man who may have reckoned that the alternative was to live out his life as an alien parasite in England. In any event, he must have known that only the total military defeat of James III gave him any chance at all of negotiating from strength.


So the summer of 1482 witnessed a remarkable exercise in political role reversal, with Albany, the former focus of opposition in southern Scotland to alliance with England, invading his own country at the head of a huge English army, and James III, from 1474 to 1480 a committed protagonist of friendship with England, mustering the Scottish host at Lauder to resist the formidable English threat. It seems unlikely that the Scottish response to military call-up by an unpopular king whose foreign policy had visibly collapsed was impressive; and a battle against the huge army of Albany and Gloucester would probably have ended in an overwhelming defeat for King James. But on 22 July, with the English army already entering the east March, James III was deprived of the opportunity to commit an act of suicidal — if patriotic — folly. He was seized at Lauder by a faction led by his own kin — his half-uncles John Stewart, earl of Atholl, and James Stewart, earl of Buchan — taken north to Edinburgh and lodged as a prisoner in the castle.22


This unprecedented seizure of an adult Stewart king instantly transformed the political situation. The vast army of Albany and Gloucester, entering the burgh of Edinburgh unopposed at the beginning of August, found the king whom they had intended to depose totally inaccessible. Gloucester had to resolve the situation quickly as he could only pay his army for a further ten days; and it must rapidly have become apparent to him that Albany was unacceptable to the Scots as Edward IV’s vassal king. In fact, Gloucester’s problem was to find anyone representing a powerful enough sector of the Scottish political community to make it worth negotiating with them. The Stewart half-uncles, who had physical possession of James III and the royal seals, were inaccessible in the castle, and a siege was not a practical possibility. Likewise King James’s queen, Margaret of Denmark, was thirty miles away in the powerful castle of Stirling with the heir to the throne and his two younger brothers.


The alternative — hardly a satisfactory one — was to negotiate with James III’s displaced counsellors — Archbishop Scheves, a man close to the king throughout the 1470s, Andrew Lord Avandale, chancellor for 22 years, and Colin Campbell, earl of Argyll, the former Master of the Royal Household. These men, who had probably been on their way to the Lauder muster when King James was seized23, now possessed little real authority. They did not have the royal seals; their failure to support James III in his hour of need was unlikely to endear them to their sovereign, incarcerated in Edinburgh castle and in fear of his life; and any agreement which they made in his name was unlikely to be honoured.


Thus the first of the peace settlements, concluded on 2 August between Scheves, Avandale, Argyll, and Bishop Livingston of Dunkeld on the one side, and Gloucester and Albany on the other, was optimistic to say the least. The Scots lords bound themselves to secure a grant from James III, ratified by parliament, restoring Albany to all lands and offices which he had held before his flight in 1479, together with a pardon for his treasonable dynastic aspirations.24 This might have satisfied Albany if it had been possible to make the agreement effective at once; but there is some reason to believe that his English treasons had turned his head, and that he expected far more than a restoration to the earldom of March and lordship of Annandale, and his office of Admiral of Scotland. In any case, he must have realised that Scheves, Avandale, and Argyll did not possess the military muscle to free the king from his half-uncles, and that without James III’s approval, internal Scottish political settlements were worthless. So there may be some truth in Edward Hall’s statement that on 3 August, in spite of the restoration settlement of the previous day, Albany pledged himself secretly to Gloucester to abide by the terms of the treaty of Fotheringhay — that is, to make himself king with English aid.25


Such an agreement, if it was made, may simply reflect Albany’s desire to keep his options open. He may also have felt that he should give Gloucester some assurance of his continuing loyalty to Edward IV in order to speed the departure of his embarrassing allies from Edinburgh. In practical terms, however, it was the city of Edinburgh which paid the price to see the back of Gloucester and his huge army. On 4 August the provost, Walter Bertram, together with the merchants, burgesses, and community of the burgh, promised that if the Rothesay — Cecilia marriage was no longer to take place, they would refund all the dowry money already paid to the Scots in yearly instalments — a staggering 8,000 marks sterling, the equivalent of about £16,000 Scots.26 This agreement also left it to the English king to decide whether he wanted the marriage or the refund of the money. Not surprisingly, Edward IV opted for the latter. He wanted his money back; he had no further use for the marriage of Rothesay to his daughter; and he may still have had visions of fulfilling the terms of the treaty of Fotheringhay and making Albany his son-in-law.


The withdrawal of the English from Edinburgh, some time between 4 and 11 August, left Albany to resolve for himself the complex Scottish political crisis. He had negotiated a settlement with currently the least influential of the opposing parties, the triumvirate of Scheves, Avandale, and Argyll. But the real key to control of the government lay either in Edinburgh or Stirling castles. In the former, the Stewart half-uncles, possessing both the king and the royal seals, had no need of an accommodation with Albany. The attraction of Stirling lay partly in the fact that the exchequer audit had been transferred there from Edinburgh sometime between 20 June and 29 August,26a probably on account of the Lauder crisis; and partly — perhaps mostly — because in Stirling the duke could negotiate with Margaret of Denmark and her son Rothesay, the nine-year-old heir to James III’s throne. So Albany went to Stirling, probably in late August or early September, lending some respectability to his position by taking his temporary allies, Scheves, Avandale, and Argyll, with him. It was in this context that the young Duke of Rothesay came face-to-face for the first time with the realities of Scottish politics from which he had so far been shielded.


Albany’s association with the queen is described in three separate sources — Sabadino’s eulogy of Queen Margaret, which was completed in 1492, and the much later histories of John Lesley and Giovanni Ferreri. Giovanni Sabadino, although much the nearest in time to the events which he is describing, makes the impossible statement that James III was seized ‘with the consent of his brother and of the Queen’ and subsequently that he was released ‘through the agency of his brother, who had caused his imprisonment for the security of the Kingdom’. Sabadino’s sources were probably a combination of expatriate Scots and Danes, his information hearsay; but his account reflects Albany’s efforts to improve his lot in 1482 by negotiating with the queen.27 Lesley’s version of events, dating from 1568–70, contains a wealth of circumstantial detail. ‘The Duik of Albany’, we are told, ‘the Archebischop of St Androis, the Chauncellar, the Erle of Argyle with certane utheris, passit to Striveling, and vissyit the Quene and Prince; quhare be the counsall of the Quene takin thair, the Duik returnit secretlye to Edinburgh and seiget the castell, quhill thay wer constraynit for want of victuallis to rander the same to the Duik, and sua put the King to libertie, and his servantis quha war haldin in ward.’ Thereupon ‘the Erle of Argyle, the Archebischop of St Androis, the Chancellar and utheris quha wer in Striveling, hereing thairof, throw gret feir fled into thair awin cuntreyis.’28 Finally Ferreri, whose account of the reign was published in 1574 and who follows Lesley in many details, adds the information that Albany spent some of his time at Stirling discussing the proper education for the prince. When, on the queen’s advice, he returned to Edinburgh to lay siege to the castle and free the king, Ferreri tells us that the castle was held by the Earl of Atholl, the eldest of the Stewart half-uncles.29


Fortunately we possess some contemporary evidence which corroborates the part played by Margaret of Denmark in her husband’s eventual release, and which suggests that the chroniclers’ tales of Albany’s Stirling visit are broadly accurate.30 However, the entire episode raises as many questions as it answers. Why did Albany and King James’s displaced counsellors think that the queen might have any real influence in securing the release of James III from Edinburgh castle? In what capacity did Albany discuss his nephew’s future education? Above all, why did Scheves, Avandale, and Argyll flee to their own estates on hearing of the king’s release, as this was presumably their primary aim throughout the crisis?


Answers to these three questions must necessarily be speculative, but the evidence, slim though it is, would appear to point in one direction. First, Albany, Scheves, Avandale, and Argyll had already negotiated the duke’s restoration to his estates and offices at the beginning of August; so their objective in visiting Stirling must have been to secure something more than this. On two issues they could all publicly agree, namely that the person of the heir to the throne must be secured in time of crisis, and that steps must be taken to free the king. The latter objective required the queen’s support because Margaret of Denmark had been entrusted with the custody of Edinburgh castle more than five years before, and it was her salaried keeper, John Stewart, Lord Darnley, who appears to have had access to James III during his imprisonment by his half-uncles Atholl, Buchan, and the bishop-elect of Moray.31 Privately, however, Albany can only have been interested in his brother’s release in circumstances which would allow him control of the king, for a liberated James III restored to full power might be expected to react violently against the duke’s very recent English treasons. On the other hand, Albany may have reasoned that the king might be deposed or murdered. In either case, his own safety and advancement lay in hedging his bets. So he renewed his acquaintance with his former steward in the earldom of March, Sir James Liddale of Halkerston, who was at the Stirling audit on 2 September as Ranger of Yarrow; and shortly afterwards despatched Liddale south to the court of the duke’s patron Edward IV on an unspecified errand,31a but one which was surely connected with Albany’s aspirations in Scotland. Meantime the duke himself would take the part of protector of Margaret of Denmark and her children.


Such a role would provide a plausible answer to the second question: young Rothesay’s education was Albany’s business as a potential lieutenant-general, the effective ruler of Scotland during his brother’s imprisonment — or, if James III were done away with, lieutenant-general for the nine-year-old prince who would automatically become James IV. We know from Albany’s behaviour later in the autumn that he aspired to be accepted in full parliament as lieutenant-general32 — that is, as the individual exercising regal powers during the minority, incapacity, or absence of the king. Indeed, there were excellent precedents within the first century of Stewart government for such powers being assumed by those close in blood to the king. With the consent of the three estates, regal authority had been granted to, or taken by, John, earl of Carrick for the ageing Robert II in 1384; Robert, earl of Fife for the infirm Carrick in 1388; David, duke of Rothesay for Robert III (the former Carrick) in 1399; Fife again, now Duke of Albany, for the absent James I in 1406; and Archibald, 5th earl of Douglas, for the eight-year-old James II in 1438.33 Clearly Albany reckoned that if he had the right backing, the estates could be induced to appoint him lieutenant-general, with James III shorn of executive authority and — in Professor Duncan’s memorable phrase about Robert II in similar circumstances — ‘given statutory notice of redundancy.’ In fact, Albany came very close to achieving this aim in the parliament of December 1482; and from the start, he had both an excellent pedigree for the job as the nearest adult male in blood to James III, and an appalling blot on his record, his abortive attempt to seize the throne with English aid.


It seems likely that Albany had private conversations with the queen about his future role in relation to both her husband and her eldest son, and that, in the course of these, he bargained for the office of lieutenant-general in return for freeing James III from Edinburgh castle. Then, on the queen’s advice, he went to Edinburgh and laid siege to the castle with the assistance of John Dundas of that ilk, the new provost of Edinburgh, Patrick Baron, and ‘the whole community’ of the burgh.34 Significantly, Scheves, Avandale, and Argyll do not seem to have been involved in the siege. According to Lesley, they were still in Stirling when they heard the news of James III’s liberation.35 If so, this would provide us with an answer to the third question, the reason for their flight at this point. They fled because Albany had abandoned them, had in fact done a deal with the Stewart half-uncles to share power with them; and there was no place for King James’s displaced counsellors in the new government.


The exact nature of this deal is the great enigma of the 1482 crisis. We know that Edinburgh castle was besieged by Albany and the king was freed, probably on 29 September.36 Considerably later, on 7 October, James III sent a letter to John Stewart, Lord Darnley, ordering him to hand over the castle to the eldest of the royal half-uncles, John Stewart, earl of Atholl; and a fortnight later still, he granted a remission to Darnley and the garrison of sixty-six in terms which make clear that James had feared for his life in the early days of his imprisonment. On 16 November, the king granted the city of Edinburgh two charters, one confirming its property, the other granting the burgh the privilege of holding its own sheriff courts, specifically for the community’s assistance in his liberation.37 Finally, the parliament which was intended to settle the crisis and legitimise the new government met on 2 December38 — which means that, allowing 40 days’ notice, it must have been summoned immediately after Lord Darnley had received a remission for himself and his Edinburgh garrison on 19 October.


This sequence of facts suggests strongly that the siege of Edinburgh castle at the end of September was neither a long-drawn-out nor dramatic affair; Albany arrived, made a show of strength, and the half-uncles, after bargaining for leading positions in the new administration, released James III to the duke. Probably they all then adjourned down the royal mile to Holyrood — with the exception of Lord Darnley, who may have feared that the new government might try to make him a scapegoat for the king’s imprisonment, and refused to emerge with his garrison until he received a remission for all of them on 19 October. In all this, it is the role of Lord Darnley which requires explaining; for Darnley was Margaret of Denmark’s man, charged with, and paid for, the keepership of Edinburgh castle throughout the period of the crisis.39 We cannot be certain that he was personally present in the castle when James III was seized at Lauder on or about 22 July, for Darnley was Warden of the West Marches40 and obviously had duties elsewhere. But at the latest he must have arrived in Edinburgh shortly after the crisis broke, and thereafter seems to have played the part of mediator between a terrified King James and his Stewart half-uncles. With Darnley in Edinburgh castle, Margaret of Denmark may already have opened negotiations through him with her husband’s captors, to the extent that the siege of the castle and King James’s liberation may have been a foregone conclusion, a formality for which Albany may have bargained to present himself in a better light to the Scottish political community.


Alternatively, the queen’s collusion with the Stewart half-uncles may have been much closer than long-distance negotiation after the Lauder crisis. This is suggested by an isolated entry in the Exchequer Rolls concerning the keeper of Stirling castle, James Shaw of Sauchie, who had already spent more than a decade in royal administration, first as Comptroller (1471–6) and in the later ’seventies as Chamberlain of Crown lands near Stirling.41 In February 1488 he would become notorious as the individual who allowed Prince James to leave Stirling castle and join the rebels against James III. Shaw’s role in the crisis of 1482, though less dramatic, is no less suggestive; for he is named as one of those supplying Edinburgh castle with corn, cabbage, meal, and barley during the king’s residence there from 24 July 148242 — that is, from two days after King James’s seizure at Lauder. Taken together with the defence of Edinburgh castle by Lord Darnley, this association of Shaw, a man very close to Margaret of Denmark at Stirling, with the Stewart half-uncles from the very earliest stage of James III’s imprisonment in Edinburgh castle strongly suggests the queen’s vital political role from the outset, and strikingly anticipates Sabadino’s remarks a decade later that King James was seized with the consent of the queen, and that after his release the king ‘reposed more hatred than previously in the Queen, because of her consent to his arrest.’43


Sabadino does not appear to have had any knowledge of Scottish affairs beyond what he could understand of the information supplied by his Scottish and Danish sources, with the result that he makes some glaring errors.44 However, his overall thesis — that the king was imprisoned so that he might mend his ways, that the queen required throughout the crisis that government should be carried on in her husband’s name — which implies that she would not countenance his deposition — and that the king was ultimately released by Albany — fits the scanty official evidence of the events of the crisis very well. 1482, though complicated by a major English invasion, was essentially a royal Stewart crisis based on a combination of fear of, and resentment towards, the person of James III. That he survived at all was partly due to the fact that the major Stewart power group — the half-uncles and Albany — had very different ideas as to their respective roles in any new government. The half-uncles’ combination of fear and ambition had gained them the royal seals and a claim to the primacy of the Scottish church; yet when James III had been released and the parliament of December 1482 should have put an end to the crisis, all that emerged from the estates was a lukewarm recommendation, soon withdrawn, that the king should ‘speke to his bruthir the duke of albany to take apone him to be lieutennant generale of the Realme.’45 The wily king was not slow to realise that support for his brother in such a key role was weak — apart from anything else the estates may not have relished paying Albany the lieutenant-general’s fee — and his response to the parliamentary admonition was to do nothing, to wait until an upsurge of loyalty to himself as king made it possible to recover full power. Albany unintentionally speeded up this royalist recovery by engaging in an abortive coup early in January 1483; by the end of the same month King James was strong enough to bring back many royalists into government and summon a parliament to Edinburgh for 1 March. By this time Albany, a feckless conspirator, had reverted to his English treasons and lost the support of all but a few hard-liners, Buchan, Angus, and Gray; and his tenuous position in Scotland collapsed with the death of his principal supporter and potential overlord, Edward IV, on 9 April 1483. Long before July, when yet another parliament at Edinburgh at last pronounced sentence of forfeiture on the duke, the crisis of 1482–3 was over.46


Over — but not forgotten. To those who had been directly involved, life could not easily be the same again. James III emerged from the experience if anything more aloof and suspicious than before; of his three displaced counsellors of 1482, only Argyll wholly recovered favour, being made Chancellor in place of Avandale, who lost the office after an unbroken 22 years in it. William Scheves, the embattled archbishop of St Andrews, retained his see but lost much of the royal favour, some of which was transferred to Dr John Ireland, leaving Scheves to fight a rearguard action in support of the dignity of his office for the remaining fourteen years of his life. On the side of the opposition, its leader Albany had forfeited not only his lands — the earldom of March and lordship of Annandale — but also his credibility within these lands. His return to the West March with the long forfeited ninth earl of Douglas in the summer of 1484 produced only a violent reaction against him at Lochmaben, and his flight to France proved final, as he was killed in a tournament in Paris in 1485 by the future Louis XII, who a generation later was also to be indirectly responsible for the death of Albany’s nephew James IV. Most of the other opponents of the king — the half-uncles, Angus, and Gray — suffered only modest punishment — Buchan was exiled for three years — or were not penalised at all;47 but none of them can have felt optimistic about the future, for James III not only introduced an ominous Treasons Act in 1484, but showed no inclination to abandon his pursuit of former Albany supporters as the years went by — William, Lord Crichton, John Liddale, and David Purves, together with Crichton’s younger brothers and the 35-strong garrison of Crichton castle were all forfeited in February 1484,48 and as late as May 1485 James Gifford of Sheriffhall, who had taken part in Albany’s attempted comeback the previous year, suffered the same fate.49 Finally, in September 1485 Albany’s messenger to England during the crisis, James Liddale of Halkerston, who had been forfeited together with the duke in July 1483, was captured, incarcerated in the Tolbooth of Edinburgh, and executed shortly afterwards.50 He was the only prominent Albany supporter to pay with his life for his consistent loyalty to the duke; but his death can only have added to the alarm of those whose English treasons in 1482 were well known to the king, but who — like Angus and Gray — had been neither pardoned nor punished.


For the nine-year old heir to the throne, the crisis of 1482 had shattered the calm of his youthful existence at Stirling. Royal government had come to him with a vengeance in the person of his uncle Albany, his father’s counsellors, and the displaced officials making their annual exchequer returns. He must have been aware that if James III were killed, he would have become king with Albany as lieutenant-general; and that even if his father survived, something for which Margaret of Denmark was clearly negotiating,51 effective government would be in the hands of others headed by Albany. We cannot know Rothesay’s reaction to the sudden prospect that he might replace his father sooner rather than later; but we cannot doubt that that prospect was brought forcibly to his attention at Stirling in the late summer of 1482, or that it was uppermost in his mind six years later.


Between early September 1482 and 2 February 1488, we again lose sight of Rothesay in official records. There appear to have been no further visits to Edinburgh for the prince and his mother, and though Sabadino’s remark that James III was unwilling ever to see Margaret of Denmark again, because of her role in the events of 1482, is an exaggerated distortion of the facts, it does reflect the physical distance between the king in Edinburgh and Queen Margaret with her sons in Stirling for the remaining four years of her life. Yet if King James had become estranged from his wife on account of her association with Albany — by no means an unlikely supposition with one considers the king’s appalling relations with other members of his family — he does not appear to have done anything practical about it. As far as we know, the queen retained control of her sons’ education until she died in 1486, and the keeper of Stirling castle, James Shaw of Sauchie, remained unchanged even after her death. So if we are to find any overt hostility to his son and heir on the part of James III, we must look for it elsewhere, most probably his English diplomacy.


The rapid English political changes within the three years 1483–6, which saw the collapse of the Yorkist dynasty and the accession of the first Tudor, worked to the advantage of the Scottish king. A weak central government in England made it much easier for James III to revert to his policy of the 1470s, seeking peace and alliance with England while looking for the recovery of both Dunbar and Berwick, lost in 1482. Initially the Duke of Rothesay figured prominently in his father’s plans, being named as the intended bridegroom in a marriage agreement following the conclusion of a three-year Anglo-Scottish truce at Nottingham in September 1484; the English bride was to be Anne de la Pole, niece of King Richard III, and as the marriage was to take place within the three years of the truce, it was clearly intended that it should form part of a longer and firmer peace to be concluded in the near future.52 However, the truce had run for only eleven months when Richard III was killed at Bosworth and the Nottingham agreements were rendered obsolete. Yet the succession of Henry VII in 1485 gave James III a chance to make his foreign policy really effective; for in King Henry he was dealing with a usurper enjoying little security within his own country, acutely concerned about the possibility of Yorkist rebels finding a refuge in Scotland, and seeking a firm peace with the Scottish king as an important factor in ensuring his own survival.53


The advent of the Tudor dynasty was fortuitous for James III, who was able to recover Dunbar castle in the winter of 1485–6 without any protest from Henry VII,54 and who could press ahead confidently with schemes for closer ties with England.55 The first manifestation of the Scottish king’s moves towards a new alliance with King Henry was however ominous for his son and heir. On 3 July 1486 a three year Anglo-Scottish truce was agreed by both sides as the forerunner of a projected long truce, and at the same time a marriage alliance was mooted between James III’s second son, James, marquis of Ormonde, and Katharine, the fourth surviving daughter of Edward IV.56 This agreement suggests that the Scottish king was deliberately slighting the heir to the throne in favour of his second son; for there survive no proposals to marry Rothesay elsewhere in Europe, in spite of the fact that he was already thirteen — three years older than Ormonde — and had already been the prospective bridegroom in the Anglo-Scottish peaces of 1474 and 1484. Worse still, in November 1487 a further agreement again emphasised the Ormonde-Katharine marriage as a means of extending the Anglo-Scottish truce; and further marriages were to be arranged between James III — now a widower — and Elizabeth Woodville, widow of Edward IV, and between Rothesay and an unspecified daughter of the same king.57 These arrangements may have appeared ominous to the young heir to the throne because his brother’s marriage assumed greater importance than his own in the negotiations — indeed, if Ormonde married Katharine, there remained no daughter of Edward IV available for Rothesay58 — and because his father was contemplating remarriage in England, with all that that might mean for his future. His mother, Margaret of Denmark, had died within a fortnight of her husband’s first truce with Henry VII; and the young Duke of Rothesay, continuing to live in Stirling without her guidance and without his father showing any interest in involving him in the business of government, may well have viewed James III’s deliberate promotion of his younger brother — the 1486 and 1487 marriage proposals, followed by the conferring on Ormonde of the dukedom of Ross in January 1488 59 — with growing apprehension. We cannot know why King James acted in this way. After all, his three sons had all been brought up at Stirling under the tutelage of their mother, so that even if the king had resented Queen Margaret’s involvement in the 1482 crisis, there was no reason to prefer one of the boys to either of the others, for all three had fallen under her influence. Firm evidence is of course lacking; but it may be that James III’s suspicion and distrust of his heir arose from the latter’s association with Albany in 1482. However innocent that meeting may have been from the then nine-year-old prince’s point of view, the fact that Rothesay had become aware so early in life of his father’s obvious fallibility may have influenced the king against him. If so, then his position — isolated from government in Stirling as he entered adolescence — made him an obvious focus for widespread and growing discontent.


For the truth was that, although he had emerged as the victor of the crisis of 1482–3, James III had failed to resolve the problems which had provoked it. Worse still, he seemed to be unaware of the fact that his arbitrary behaviour was losing him support in many areas of the country. In some respects, therefore, Scottish politics of the 1480s is rather like a re-run of the 1470s. The king, rapidly recovering his confidence after 1483, seems to have believed that diplomatic successes abroad made secure his position at home. Thus he could congratulate himself on his negotiations with the new pope Innocent VIII, which produced not only a coveted symbol of papal favour, the Golden Rose, in 1486, but also the papal indult of April 1487, which when vacancies occurred in major Scottish benefices gave the king eight months to petition on behalf of candidates of his choice, and made the recent disputed elections at Glasgow and Dunkeld much less likely in the future.60 Likewise the accession of Henry VII in England had made possible the peace negotiations of 1486 and 1487, the recapture of Dunbar castle, and the possibility of the recovery of Berwick.


But such ephemeral successes seem to have blinded James III to the fact that only the support of the majority of the Scottish political community was of any lasting value to him as King of Scots. Far from seeking this by endeavouring to distribute royal patronage in a more effective way, he seems to have gone out of his way to alienate a large number of powerful men. This is most clearly seen in what proved to be the last two parliaments of the reign, in October 1487 and January 1488.61 In the first of these, the king launched what he clearly intended to be his final assault on the Humes, who had been intermittently opposing King James’s schemes to suppress the priory of Coldingham and reallocate its revenues to the chapel royal for some fifteen years. Confident in his recent successes with Pope Innocent VIII, the king chose to ignore that the same pope had recently confirmed John Hume as prior of Coldingham, and therefore had adopted no consistent position in the dispute.62 However, James III was determined to make an issue of it, and he moved swiftly from threats to parliamentary action. Thus in October he warned his lieges not to attempt to oppose his ‘union and erection’ of Coldingham to his chapel royal; if they did, they would be guilty of treason and forfeited. By the following January, he was summoning unspecified temporal persons to answer for committing the treasons he had warned against, and by the end of the month appointing a hopelessly cumbrous committee of fifty — almost two-thirds of the membership of the parliament — to proceed against those who had broken the Coldingham statute.63 There was no need to name the principal offenders; the Humes — John, still tenaciously styling himself prior of Coldingham, his brothers George of Aytoun and Patrick of Fastcastle, and their nephew Alexander, Master of Hume — were all conspicuous by their absence from both parliaments. Their defiance of the king was not however ill-considered, for they had powerful kin and friends. As recently as 29 October 1486 the Master of Hume had made a bond of manrent with George, earl of Huntly, the most powerful north-eastern magnate.64 The Humes were not only the neighbours of the Hepburns, Lords Hailes, but also closely related to them for almost forty years,65 and from 8 August, Patrick, Lord Hailes, had been elected Lord Provost of Edinburgh.66 The Hepburns in their turn had intermarried, with the Montgomeries of Ayrshire;67 and Hugh, second Lord Montgomery, one of the principal western rebels of 1488, was married to Helen, third daughter of Colin Campbell, first earl of Argyll, James III’s Chancellor, a magnate whose service to the Crown throughout the reign was unparalleled, but who would also turn against the king in 1488.68 It is probably significant that James Shaw of Sauchie, Rothesay’s keeper in Stirling castle, married his daughter Helen to Patrick Hume of Polwarth about this time,69 and may well have felt that James III’s assault on the Humes was a threat to himself, especially after his equivocal behaviour in 1482. In short, in attacking the Humes, the king was forcing their allies and kin — in the north-east, in the west, the south, in Edinburgh and Stirling — to make a stark choice: either they joined the crown in condemning the Humes, or they ran the risk of forfeiting their lives, lands, and goods.


In normal circumstances, the choice for all of them would have been easy. Conflicts between the crown and magnates who were regarded by their peers as having acquired too much power — the Livingstons in the 1440s, the Boyds in the late 1460s, and above all the Black Douglases in the 1450s — were all ultimately resolved by the king and the majority of the politically active nobility combining to attack the families concerned. As the ultimate source of the most lucrative patronage in Scotland, the monarch was obviously worth supporting; the hazards of rebellion were enormous; and underpinning such self-interest was the conservatism of the Scottish political community, which had ensured that the Stewart dynasty had survived and grown in strength in spite of royal incompetence, absence, or minority throughout much of its first hundred years.


Early in 1488, however, circumstances were far from normal. James III was not after all threatening an over-mighty family with the ultimate penalty. Indeed, he had reason to be grateful to the Humes for supporting him during the latter stages of the crisis of 1482–3 ;70 and the intermittent contest with one of the Hume family over the future of Coldingham was something which the majority of the political community probably regarded as punishable by the warding of John Hume for a time, possibly fining him heavily for his misuse of royal letters at the Roman curia. But the royal response to this — after fifteen years of relative inaction — of threatening the entire family, their kin and supporters, with forfeiture, was excessive; and the king was unwise to attempt to proceed, in January 1488, beyond the threats he had made three months before. For the truth was that the politically divisive events of 1482 were still fresh in everyone’s minds; an adult Stewart king could be removed from government and imprisoned; the principal officers of state and household could be changed without his consent. Faced with the choice forced on them by an unsatisfactory ruler’s sustained aggression, therefore, the Hepburns, Montgomeries, and — eventually — the earl of Argyll threw in their lot with the Humes; James Shaw of Sauchie released the heir to the throne, who promptly joined them; and Huntly in the end remained neutral, an attitude which in its own way was a serious indictment of James III.


The spectre of 1482 also plagued the king’s efforts to build up a party of effective royalists; for in some cases he had no alternative but to rely on the men who had been found wanting during that crisis. Thus Andrew, Lord Avandale, was replaced as Chancellor by Argyll; but Argyll’s role in 1482–3 had been an equivocal one, and the king’s suspicions of him may have led to his removal from office in February 1488. Likewise Archbishop Scheves, closer than anyone else to King James in the 1470s, had proved something of a broken reed in 1482; indeed, the crisis of that year had been provoked in part by a general desire to see Scheves deposed. But he was still James III’s man, and the king had no alternative but to support him in the mid-’eighties. Worse still, Scheves’ embassy to Rome in the winter of 1486–7 saw him transact not only the king’s business, but also his own: James III secured the indult from Pope Innocent VIII, while the see of St Andrews was granted primatial status — a move calculated to alienate not only Scheves’ fellow ambassador and rival, Robert Blacader, bishop of Glasgow, but also to upset other bishops within the Scottish church hierarchy, including Brown of Dunkeld and Stewart of Moray.71 Forced by the Hume crisis of 1487–8 to declare their political allegiance, Blacader and Brown opted for the rebel cause, while Moray, the king’s half-uncle, who had been on the wrong side in 1482, continued to lend cautious support to James III. Events were soon to show that he had miscalculated again.


One prominent ‘political’ bishop who had not soiled his hands in the more sordid events of 1482 and their aftermath was William Elphinstone of Aberdeen.72 To some extent he owed his advancement in the ’seventies to Scheves’ patronage; unquestionably his academic training — at Glasgow, Louvain, Paris, and Orleans — had made him the most outstanding canon and civil lawyer in Scotland; and his willingness to endure the drudgery of acting successively as official of Glasgow and Lothian, serving as an auditor or on the Lords of Council, eventually produced the medieval civil servant’s ultimate reward — a bishopric, though it was only that of Ross, hardly wealthy or influential. Indeed, Ross was heavily encumbered with the debts owed to the Apostolic Camera by Elphinstone’s predecessor, John Wodman, and in his two years (1481–3) as ‘elect and confirmed’ of Ross,73 Elphinstone was never consecrated as bishop. Further service to the crown, however, brought him within reach of a far greater reward — the bishopric of Aberdeen, vacant on the translation of Robert Blacader to Glasgow in March 1483. However, the same problem beset Elphinstone in Aberdeen as in Ross — his predecessor’s debts to Rome, in this case Blacader’s, had not been discharged, so that both bishops could not be consecrated for a further five years.


Elphinstone, already 52 when he was nominated to Aberdeen, was well treated by James in the years after 1483 — as was Blacader — for the king allowed both bishops to receive the temporalities of their sees even before their respective consecrations, although these should have fallen to the crown between 1483 and 1488, when both Aberdeen and Glasgow dioceses were technically vacant. Furthermore, James III wrote frequently and vigorously to Rome on behalf of both men, protecting them from the excommunication which they might incur for failure to pay their common services, though failing in the end to have the Apostolic Camera remit the payments.74 Blacader might well have remained a royalist out of gratitude for the king’s support had relations not become soured through Scheves’ advancement to the primacy in 1487; but Elphinstone was a different case altogether. Throughout the complex diplomatic negotiations with England between 1483 and 1487, he had acted as ambassador for James III, and had represented the Scottish king at Henry VII’s coronation;75 when not abroad on diplomatic service, Elphinstone was consistently to be found witnessing royal charters, sitting on the Lords of Council, and acting as an auditor of exchequer. Like his fellow ambassador to England, John Ramsay, Lord Bothwell, a familiar of James III, Elphinstone appears to have been one of the very few who had the king’s total trust in the 1480s. The early months of 1488 seemed to herald an annus mirabilis for him; in February, he was made Chancellor by the king, in March the dispute over undischarged payments to Rome were at last settled, and in April James III was personally present at Elphinstone’s consecration as Bishop of Aberdeen in St Machar’s Cathedral.76


Elphinstone and Bothwell were committed royalists whose careers eventually suffered a drastic setback by the course of events in 1488; but they were something of an exception to the rule that James III was heavily reliant on men whose attitudes to him were equivocal, and whose roles in 1482 had ranged from the questionable to the overtly treasonable. Prominent among these were his half-uncles, Atholl, Buchan, and Andrew, bishop of Moray, his Edinburgh gaolers in 1482. King James’s recovery from that crisis seems to have given all three an exaggerated view of the strength of his position, for they all emerged as royalists in 1488. Their support was a mixed blessing for the king, for such evidence as there is suggests that he had to woo them to his side with an uncharacteristic distribution of money and favours.77


The Stewart half-uncles were northerners; it was however in the south that the king was most vulnerable, having few supporters of note, and many potential or real enemies, throughout the Marches; and perversely it was in this area that he launced his main offensive to show to his own subjects, and possibly also to foreign observers, that he intended to enforce his will on the localities. Thus it is no accident that the last two parliaments of the reign — in October 1487 and January 1488 — witnessed the attendance of a number of southern lairds who had never come to parliament before, and would not come again — Kilpatrick of Closeburn, Murray of Cockpool, Charteris of Amisfield, Dunbar of Cumnock, Rutherford of that ilk, and Scott of Buccleuch, with Douglas of Cavers making an isolated appearance in the latter parliament.78 The south-west was an area which lacked the presence of any dominant magnate to impose firm rule and settle feuds, while in the middle and eastern Marches lairds were liable to be influenced by the physical proximity of the greater magnates, above all the Hepburns and Humes. So the presence in parliament of these families at this time may be interpreted either as an effort to defend their own local interests — they were afraid not to be there — or their response to coercion by the king, or perhaps a combination of both. James III, having failed to show a personal interest in the south for much of his adult rule, suddenly abandoned his indolence and threatened to bring law and order to the country with a vengeance. The first ten enactments of the October 1487 parliament and no less than seven the following January, are concerned with the administration of justice in the localities. They are of course expressed in very general terms; but there is some reason to believe that they relate to specific problems of law and order, and that in making them, the king was seeking to use parliament, rather than the justice ayres which he had neglected throughout his personal rule, as a means of settling feuds and making royal authority felt in the extremities of his kingdom. It was a method liable not so much to bring disorder to an end as to foment further trouble; for many of the feuds against which the estates had fulminated in 1479 had been allowed to run their course without undue royal interference — Lord Maxwell against Douglas of Drumlanrig in Nithsdale, and against Murray of Cockpool in Annandale; the Rutherfords against the Turnbulls in Teviotdale; and William Douglas of Cavers, sheriff of Teviotdale, against James III’s familiar, Crichton of Cranston, in the same area.79 Now, in a burst of energy, the king had determined to resolve his troubles in the south — not by going there, but by insisting on his subjects’ coming to parliament in Edinburgh.


In the case of Cuthbert Murray of Cockpool, he may have been glad to come; for he was unquestionably the underdog in the Maxwell-Murray feud, and his rival John, Lord Maxwell, was present in the same parliament. On the other hand, the king’s ultimate support for Murray was bound to make an enemy of Maxwell. In a rather different way, the experience of William Douglas of Cavers sharply illustrates James III’s inability to deal fairly or even consistently with his more influential subjects. Thus on 13 October 1487 an act warned holders of regalities that they should not ‘leif justice undone’ through showing favour to those who trespassed against royal justice.80 This act may have been directed against Douglas of Cavers, who made his solitary parliamentary appearance on 29 January 1488, resigned his regality into the king’s hands, and did not immediately receive it back.81 Clearly Douglas had displeased King James, possibly through his association with ‘trespassers’ — which could be a reference to his Hume neighbours — or perhaps because he was related to Archibald, fifth earl of Angus, a prominent rebel in 1482–3. Yet a few months later, on 24 May, the king, having reached a critical stage in the rebellion of 1488, made a conditional regrant of Douglas of Cavers’ regality.82 Such wilful and inconsistent behaviour was unlikely to produce enthusiastic supporters of the king in time of crisis.


The imminence of that crisis is apparent from the king’s actions in the parliament of January 1488, which had as its principal business the extension of royal control over the administration of justice. Thus the legislation of October 1487 requiring litigants in civil cases to consult their judges ordinary, rather than appeal directly to the Lords of Council, was reversed, in order to avoid ‘deferring of Justice to mony partiis’. This reversal of an act only three months old strongly suggests an effort by James III, faced by continuing defiance from the Humes and their allies, to win support in the localities; but his inconsistency is unlikely to have impressed potential supporters, while his interference probably alienated many holders of local jurisdictions. Likewise royal efforts in this parliament to improve the running of criminal justice must have come as an unwelcome shock. After eighteen years of personal indolence, James III proposed to drive the ayres as never before. He would not however go out on the ayres himself, but instead appoint Justiciars north and south of Forth, two in each region. Crawford and Huntly, earls with a good record of loyalty to the King, were appointed north of Forth; and parliament was invited to name candidates for the two posts south of Forth. Significantly the four names which they put forward were those of John Ramsay, Lord Bothwell, Robert, Lord Lyle, John Lyon, Lord Glamis, and John Drummond of Cargill,84 the last about to be made a lord of parliament. In the months to come, these men would prove to be, respectively, a royalist, a rebel, a neutral, and a rebel. Their candidature, based as it was on parliamentary nomination, indicates that the king was becoming increasingly out of touch with large sections of the Scottish political community; and his announcement that he would send ‘certane wise lordis and persons of his consale’ out with the Justiciars to act as assessors85 can hardly have been reassuring to that increasing number for whom the problem was their fear of the king himself.


Thus on the final day of the parliament — 29 January — we find James III publicly rewarding those who had been loyal in the past, and those whom he wished to conciliate for his earlier treatment of them. Four new lords of parliament were created — Crichton of Sanquhar, Drummond of Cargill, Hay of Yester, and Ruthven of that ilk — and three knights — David Kennedy, William Carlyle, and Robert Cunningham of Polmaise.86 These devices to increase the number of committed royal supporters were only partially successful: the elevation of Crichton of Sanquhar alienated Lord Maxwell and helped to foster a major feud in the south-west, while that of Drummond of Cargill, undertaken no doubt to appease Drummond for the king’s thrusting him out of the office of Steward of Strathearn in 1475, did not work, as Drummond became a rebel and a substantial beneficiary of the revolution of 1488.


In any event, the limited advantage which some of these creations might have given to the royalist party was far outweighed on the debit side by the results of James III’s most important creation on 29 January. His second son James, already Marquis of Ormonde, Earl of Ross, and Lord of Brechin, was elevated to the dignities of Duke of Ross and Earl of Edirdale.87 These new titles were no doubt intended to enhance Ross’s status as the most important of the potential bridegrooms in the English alliance which the king had concluded just two months before; but they can only have been interpreted as a snub by the heir to the throne, now only a few weeks short of his fifteenth birthday. Four days after his younger brother’s elevation, on 2 February 1488,88 James, duke of Rothesay, left Stirling castle with its keeper, James Shaw of Sauchie, and without the king’s knowledge or consent. Rothesay’s first destination may have been Shaw’s kinsmen, the rebel Humes; but in fact his movements over the next few months, until he is to be found back in Stirling late in May,89 are uncertain. What is undeniable is that Rothesay’s defection from Stirling on 2 February saw the start of a rebellion against his father far more serious than King James can have contemplated when he first moved to outlaw the Humes.
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The Reluctant Regicide


No contemporary evidence survives for Rothesay’s motives in throwing in his lot with the rebels early in February 1488, but the sixteenth-century chroniclers provide a wealth of wisdom acquired through hindsight, the knowledge that the prince would not only become king but rule successfully for a quarter of a century. Thus there is unanimous praise for Rothesay. According to Bishop Lesley, the rebels were attempting to reform the government through the removal of wicked counsellors about the king, a highly conventional motive in medieval — and later — historical literature; in spite of these laudable aims, however, Lesley suggests that they had to compel the heir to the throne to side with them.1 Ferreri follows a similar line, praising the prince’s benign nature and his reluctance to rebel, and more plausibly remarks that Shaw of Sauchie was persuaded to hand him over to lend respectability to the revolt.2 Buchanan makes the same points, adding that the rebels saw Rothesay as a suitable regent once James III had been defeated3 — an unlikely attitude in view of the prince’s youth, and one which probably reflects the political events of the chronicler’s own day, when a series of regents ran the government following the deposition of Mary, Queen of Scots.


Surprisingly, it is the most fanciful of the sixteenth-century chroniclers, Robert Lindsay of Pitscottie, writing in the late 1570s, who probably comes closest to explaining Rothesay’s motives for rebelling. As usual, Pitscottie provides a wealth of highly coloured detail on 1488, claiming as his source David, Lord Lindsay of Byres, who had fought at Sauchieburn on James III’s side. Essentially his story is that the prince’s defection from Stirling was a matter of self-preservation, as he had heard that his father was approaching with a large army to imprison him. The warning of King James’s approach was brought to Shaw of Sauchie by a messenger from the (unspecified) rebels, who had some difficulty in persuading Shaw to release the prince to them and thereafter keep the castle in the prince’s name against James III. Ultimately Shaw was moved not simply by argument but also by bribery, and the rebels took Rothesay to Linlithgow, where they issued proclamations justifying what they had done. The lieges were summoned to muster at Linlithgow to defend the prince against King James, who intended to deal with young Rothesay as he had dealt with his brother, the Duke of Albany.4


We can discount some of Pitscottie’s detail as confused or fictional. It is highly unlikely that James III was aware of his son’s defection from Stirling until weeks after it had happened, though Pitscottie’s story that the king was approaching Stirling with an army to seize the prince would fit the final stages of the crisis, in early June. Likewise there must be considerable doubt as to the amount of pressure necessary to persuade Shaw of Sauchie to give up his young charge to the rebels — probably not very much. On the other hand, Linlithgow is quite a likely location for the rebel army in view of the speed with which they were able to reach Blackness later in the crisis. But the fascinating part of Pitscottie’s story lies in his comment that the rebels issued proclamations following their removal of the prince to Linlithgow, for assuredly they must have done this. No written justification of their actions survives until October, long after James III’s death, an event which in itself dictated the line they had to take in official propaganda. But in the early spring of 1488, with James III very much alive, they had to explain publicly why they had removed the heir to the throne beyond his father’s control, and were themselves in rebellion in his defence — actions quite unprecedented in late medieval Scotland. Presumably part of their apologia stressed the need to remove bad royal counsellors, the perennial conventional complaint. But Pitscottie goes much further than this, for he makes the rebels accuse the king directly of threatening his heir with the fate of Albany — that is, forfeiture of lands and goods, if not his life.


Much of this has the ring of truth. The need to explain the abduction of the prince clearly lay at the centre of the rebel apologia, and is indeed reflected in the later proposals for a settlement between the rival parties signed by the king at Aberdeen in April.5 But how could Rothesay’s abduction be explained in public? Surely only by suggesting that his father was threatening him. Why, and with what? If Pitscottie is correct, the rebels claimed that James III was threatening his son with the fate of Albany, and, more importantly, that they believed the introduction of Albany’s name into their propaganda would help them to raise support. This is possible, because James III’s assault on his brother in 1479 had not been popular at the time — the estates had resisted his forfeiture for over three years — because even in 1482–3, there had been some support for Albany as lieutenant-general, and because the king had not been strong enough, or popular enough, to secure Albany’s forfeiture as late as the spring of 1483, when his English treasons had clearly been renewed. The duke’s flight following the death of his benefactor Edward IV, and the admission of an English garrison into Dunbar castle, had finally settled the issue in James III’s favour in 1483;6 but within a few years, with Albany dead in French exile and the king reverting to his Anglophile stance, it may have been possible to ignore Albany’s English treasons and to start laying the foundations of the myth of Albany as a patriotic magnate who had consistently opposed his unpopular brother’s foreign policy. Certainly this version of events had gained wide currency by the early sixteenth century,7 and it may have been the acceptance of the Albany myth by a regime which came to power on James III’s demise which assisted the restoration of the family in the person of the duke’s son, John, duke of Albany, a governor of Scotland after James IV’s death.


Some contemporary support for Pitscottie’s view that the rebels of 1488 used Albany’s fate as a justification for their defence of the prince against his father is to be found in subsequent rebel propaganda, which concentrates on James III’s appalling relations with his close family. A letter from Hans, King of Denmark, to his nephew Rothesay, written in the spring or early summer of 1488, reveals that the Scottish rebels were accusing John Ramsay, Lord Bothwell, of poisoning Margaret of Denmark in 1486 and that in spite of the crime Ramsay was still retained as one of James III’s closest advisors.8 Although the conventional device of accusing evil counsellors is adopted, James III is being blamed — at the very least — for condoning the murder of his wife, the rebel prince’s mother. It may also be significant that stories circulating in Europe during the next reign concentrate on King James’s crimes against his family: by 1496 it was rumoured in the Empire that James III had had an incestuous relationship with his younger sister Margaret; while in France Philippe de Commynes reported that the Scottish king had been responsible for the death of his brother, John, earl of Mar.9 These tales might be dismissed as pure fabrication devised after 1488 to justify the surprising outcome of the rebellion of that year, were it not for the fact that they are a lurid reflection of rebel propaganda before the event, as indicated positively by the Danish king’s letter to the rebel prince, and — possibly — by Pitscottie’s tale that James III planned to deal with his son as he had done with his brother. The conclusion must be that the rebels of February 1488 — or at least those of them immediately associated with the prince — sought to justify their cause by highlighting publicly King James’s treatment of his family, and that they believed that such propaganda would win them popular support.


James III’s response to the challenge presented by his son’s defection suggests that though he had at last become aware of the threat to his kingship which it involved, he believed that he could win through simply by reshuffling the political pack. On 21 February, less than three weeks after Rothesay’s departure from Stirling, King James abandoned the continuation of the January parliament to 5 May and dissolved the committee of fifty — hopelessly unwieldy and containing not a few potential or real enemies — which had been appointed to act against those who had opposed the king over the suppression of Coldingham.10 The problem was apparently to be solved by summoning yet another parliament to Edinburgh for 12 May; if it had ever met, it would have been the third meeting of the estates within eight months, a reflection both of the extent of the political crisis and of James III’s obsessive preoccupation with parliamentary settlements. He had taken action, he proclaimed, ‘for certane reassonable and gret caus’; and it seems clear that he intended to pack the projected May parliament with his own supporters, something he had done successfully, for example, in March 1483. In the meantime, he found himself a new Chancellor. Bishop Elphinstone’s years of loyal service were at last rewarded when on 21 February he is to be found for the first time occupying the most important office of state, replacing Colin Campbell, earl of Argyll.11


There is no question that Argyll, one of James III’s most active and loyal servants, a man who had served the king for twenty years as Lord of Council, royal lieutenant in Argyll, Master of the Household, and latterly Chancellor, wished to be relieved of his post, for he recovered the Chancellorship as soon as the 1488 rebellion came to an end. Clearly he was dismissed by the king, for reasons which remain a mystery. Possibly King James had come to mistrust Argyll because of the earl’s very extensive family connections, linked as he was through the marriages of his many daughters to an array of magnates who were potential or real enemies of the king — Hugh, Lord Montgomery, John, Lord Oliphant, William, Master of Drummond, even Angus Og Macdonald, natural son and heir of the forfeited Earl of Ross.12 Whatever the king’s motive, by dismissing Chancellor Argyll he had unleashed against himself powerful magnate groups who would now feel obliged to side with his enemies, the Humes and their allies. It is a commentary on the extent to which James III had abandoned political wisdom that in alienating Argyll, he had automatically lost two further royal councillors, Drummond and Oliphant, was forced to side with Cunningham against Montgomery in an unresolved Ayrshire feud, and lost any chance of restraining Argyll’s son-in-law, Angus Og, in his assaults on the recently acquired earldom of Ross.


The month which followed Argyll’s dismissal from the Chancellorship was one in which the king gradually became aware of the seriousness of his position, and his vulnerability in his chosen capital. Argyll remained at court, together with Bishops Blacader of Glasgow and Brown of Dunkeld — all of them soon to be prominent on the rebel side — for a full month, until 23 March.13 This was a period of mutual suspicion and mistrust, with the new and displaced Chancellors both at court together with the rival incumbents of the sees of St Andrews and Glasgow, all of them dancing attendance on a king who looked to the upstart John Ramsay, Lord Bothwell, for guidance and whose continuing ability to repel rather than attract support in time of crisis must have become increasingly obvious to friend and enemy alike. In his search for allies, King James appears to have made an appeal for assistance even to Archibald, fifth earl of Angus, a committed — and as yet unpunished — rebel of 1482.14 For Angus remained at court in Edinburgh until 7 March;15 in spite of his recent bad record, his support for the Crown would be invaluable, for he was one of the most powerful magnates in southern Scotland, where King James had most to fear, and he had free tenants in many areas of the country. These included James III’s most committed supporter, David Lindsay, earl of Crawford, his brother Sir Alexander Lindsay of Auchtermonzie, and John Lyon, Lord Glamis in Angus; Alexander, Lord Forbes, in Aberdeenshire; David Scott of Buccleuch, Angus’s brother-in-law, and William Douglas of Cavers, sheriff of Roxburgh, both powerful men in the Middle March. In the event, Angus was not to be won over to the royal cause, for in the following month he appears as one of the commissioners appointed by the rebels to negotiate — at a safe distance — with the king in Aberdeen.16 Probably Angus felt that there was already too much bad blood between James III and himself to make it possible for him to pursue any other course; but he attempted to hedge his bets to the end, for he was at best a lukewarm rebel. Thus his name is significantly absent from the list of ambassadors nominated by the rebels in May 1488 to put their case to Henry VII;17 presumably his English treasons of 1482–3 were too recent for him to be regarded as presenting to King Henry the acceptable face of rebellion by men claiming to be acting in defence of the heir to the throne against an impossible king surrounded by evil advisors. When the end came at Sauchieburn, no contemporary record, no later chronicler even, mentions Angus’s prowess at the battle, which suggests that he may not have played a major part, if indeed he was there; and it is a measure of his inability to command respect and support that many of his relatives and tenants did not join him in rebellion.18
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