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Preface




Ce n’est pas des amis qu’il vous faut, mais des victimes.1





Bonnie Prince Charlie’s love life stormed across Europe: from Italy, where he was born, to Scotland, France, Flanders, Germany, Spain, Switzerland and back to Italy where he died. And, if one includes those countries where he had brief matrimonial hopes, Poland, Austria and Russia as well. The Prince’s amorous progress was neither a Grand Tour nor a Passionate Pilgrimage, but a series of battle campaigns, each of which (like the ’45 rising) had its Prestonpans and its Culloden.


Bonnie Prince Charlie in Love is not a biography, although I have followed the Prince’s liaisons with women more or less chronologically. Instead, his relationships with the female sex are set against his dynastic aspirations, demonstrating the influences of both genetic inheritance and environment on his love life. Prince Charlie was descended from two lines of highly sexed bonnie fighters, the Stewarts/Stuarts and the Sobieskis who each had their own triumphs and defeats in bed and on the battlefield. But if genes made Prince Charlie’s basic character, environment was the anvil on which his love life was shaped.


Bonnie Prince Charlie in Love reveals why Charles Edward Stuart was so greatly loved by almost every woman he met, yet was never able to return that love even when his ardour burned white hot and passion overruled every other instinct.


 


1. Letter from the Princesse de Talmont to Bonnie Prince Charlie. Royal Archives, Windsor Castle, Box 4/Folder 1/56.
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Chronology


THE LIFE OF CHARLES EDWARD STUART, 1720–88


The reader may find this chronology of Bonnie Prince Charlie’s life and loves helpful to follow the amorous progress of the Prince through life:













	

1720




	

Charles Edward Stuart, son of James Stuart, the Old Pretender, and Clementina Sobieska was born at the Muti Palace, Rome on the last day of the year. Probably in the same year Clementine Walkinshaw, best known of his mistresses and mother of his daughter, Charlotte, Duchess of Albany, was born.









	

1725




	

On 6 March his brother, Henry, Duke of York, was born, but following quarrels with her husband, Clementina left her family and went to live in a convent.









	

1727




	

King George I died and James prepared to try to win back his throne.









	

1728




	

In April, while James was in France trying to find support, Clementina returned to her sons. She now turned into a religious fanatic, praying and fasting much of the time.









	

1734




	

In August Charles had his first experience of war at the siege of Gaeta.









	

1735




	

On 18 January Clementina died.









	

1737




	

Charles made a highly successful tour of northern Italy, following which first thoughts were given to finding him a wife. His father rejected Charles’s cousin, Louise de la Tour, daughter of the Duc de Bouillon.









	

1744




	

Charles left Rome on 9 January for France to join an invasion of Britain then being mounted on the Channel coast by King Louis XV. He was never to see his father again. In March storms destroyed much of the French fleet and the invasion was abandoned. Charles returned to Paris to persuade King Louis to mount a new attack, but he would not.









	

1745




	

Charles sailed for Scotland on 2 July (12 July by the French calendar) with only two ships, one of which was damaged in a fight with a British warship, and had to return to France.


On 21 July he reached the Western Isles and two days later landed on Eriskay with only a few supporters, the Seven Men of Moidart. On 19 August he raised his standard at Glenfinnan and after a lightning march captured Edinburgh on 17 September. Four days later he defeated Sir John Cope at Prestonpans.


For the next six weeks he held court at Edinburgh and tried to raise more support. On 1 November he marched south and captured Carlisle. By 5 December he had reached Derby, but turned back to Scotland on the insistence of the clan chiefs and generals. On 20 December they arrived back in Scotland and Charles stayed at Glasgow.









	

1746




	

During January, Charles stayed at Bannockburn House, where he met Clementine Walkinshaw, who nursed him while he had a cold, and became his mistress. He won the Battle of Falkirk, but on the advice of his generals retreated to Highlands.


On 16 April his army was defeated by the Duke of Cumberland at Culloden. From mid-April until 21 September Charles was hunted in the Western Isles and Highlands and had many narrow escapes. On the night of 28–9 June, Flora MacDonald escorted him over the sea to Skye dressed as her maid, Betty Burke.


On 21 September he sailed for France, where he was greeted as a great hero in Paris, and was reunited with his brother.









	

1747




	

France and Spain refused to support a new rising. In May his brother left secretly for Rome and soon after became a cardinal of the Roman Catholic Church. Charles was furious and refused to return to Rome to see his father.


Through the autumn and winter of 1747–8 he had a wild affair with Louise, Duchesse de Montbazon, the cousin who had been rejected as a bride ten years earlier. Her husband, the Duc de Montbazon, was one of his best friends.









	

1748




	

He abandoned Louise for the Princesse de Talmont, a woman older than his mother. That summer Louise bore him a son, who died. On 10 December he was arrested in Paris and expelled from France.









	

1748–50




	

These years were spent wandering around Europe, with de Talmont much of the time.









	

1750




	

Charles visited London and stayed a week, plotting with Jacobites. There he was received into the Church of England.









	

1752




	

Clementine Walkinshaw joined him and from then until 1760 they lived together in Flanders, Switzerland and France.









	

1753




	

Clementine bore him a daughter, who was baptized Charlotte on 29 October at Liège.









	

1758–65




	

Lived mainly at Bouillon, France.









	

1760




	

Clementine left him on 22 July, taking Charlotte.









	

1766




	

The Old Pretender died. Charles returned to Rome and proclaimed himself King Charles III. The Pope refused to recognize him as king.









	

1766–74




	

Lived mainly at Rome.









	

1772




	

Married Louise of Stolberg.









	

1774–86




	

Lived mainly at Florence.









	

1778




	

Louise began to have an affair with the poet, Count Alfieri.









	

1780




	

Louise left Charles and fled to a convent.









	

1784




	

He declared his daughter, legitimate and conferred on her the title Duchess of Albany. She came to live with him.









	

1784–8




	

Lived mainly at Rome with Charlotte.









	

1788




	

Charles Edward Stuart died on 30 January. Charlotte did not claim the crown, but Henry proclaimed himself Henry IX.
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ONE


Ye Bonny Prince




Si vous avée etée content de votre nuit mon amour je vous avoue que pour moi j’en ai etée enchantée Je me flatte que nous en passerons encore longtemp de même . . .





How easy it is to imagine the scene: it was already past two in the afternoon and outside, beyond the rich curtains, the winter’s day was beginning to fade as the young duchess emerged from her dressing room and sat down at her escritoire to write. In the privacy of her own room, she could savour the joy of what had passed last night within these walls, on that very bed, and anticipate what might be tonight. The moment she put her pen to paper the words began to tumble from it:




If you were happy with your night my love I swear that for my part I was enchanted I tell myself with pleasure that we shall spend many more of the same . . .





Her passion ran so high that she forgot grammar, punctuation and spelling. But what did these matter? For him she had risked much, but she was ready to risk as much again – her husband’s distress, her mother-in-law’s anger, her father’s sorrow, her own reputation. Nothing mattered – for Louise was in love.


Such a scene might have come straight from the pen of Victor Hugo. Had it done so, readers might have thought it had been inspired by a ghost from this room: for this house, in the fashionable Place Royale in the heart of Paris, was to become Victor Hugo’s home a century later. Today it is the Victor Hugo Museum.1


In the latter part of 1747, when it was a lovers’ tryst, the house was the Hôtel de Guéméné, home of a branch of the powerful Rohan family. The author of the letter was Louise de la Tour d’Auvergne, wife of Jules de Rohan, Duc de Montbazon, and daughter of the Great Chamberlain of France, the Duc de Bouillon. Her lover was none other than Charles Edward Stuart, Louise’s cousin, and the hero of Paris since his return the previous year from his brave but disastrous attempt to win back the crowns of England, Scotland and Ireland for his father, who ruled in exile as James VIII of Scotland and III of England.


Louise and Charles were passionately in love and had been meeting secretly in her bedroom for months. Now the risk was even greater because her husband, one of Prince Charlie’s best friends, was an officer in the French army, newly returned from the campaigns in Flanders, which had just ended for the winter.


Louise didn’t care about the risk she ran; her letter was urgent if she was to be sure she would see her lover again tonight, so she continued in short breathless sentences:




That will be my only happiness I await your news with impatience Goodbye my love I am very well Until tonight come and spend it in the arms of the one who loves no one in the world but her own dear love.





The letter was unsigned and so secret she had made her lover promise to destroy it, but he didn’t – so it is still there for anyone to read as proof of Prince Charlie’s broken promise, a piece of bad faith as well as testimony to the remarkable power of the love that existed between them.2


Every nightly tryst brought the lovers closer to the eye of the storm that discovery would unleash, for ardour and jealousy were making the impetuous Charles take risks even here inside the house under the nose of Jules and his mother, a tough but wise woman. Louise’s mother-in-law, Madame de Guéméné, must have suspected something of this kind might happen because, when she drew up her son’s marriage contract, she insisted it should stipulate that the young couple must live at her house in Paris.3 Charles described the mother-in-law as ‘une vieille folle’ (an old lunatic).4


At the time of the marriage Madame de Guéméné’s son was only sixteen and his bride a year older, but in royal circles, where the more powerful a man was the more he could break the rules, one could not be too careful – after all, if King Louis could flaunt mistresses, Madame de Châteauroux and later Madame de Pompadour at Fontainebleau and Versailles, why should pretty little Louise, with her husband a serving soldier, not fall prey to some lecherous young man at court?


And that was just what had happened to Louise in spite of Madame de Guéméné’s precautions and the eagle eye under which she kept her daughter-in-law.


Charles Edward was not exactly a young man of the French court, lecherous or otherwise, for no Stuart had been permitted officially to set foot on French territory ever since the Treaty of Utrecht barred them from the country in 1713. However, Charles returned to France after his disastrous defeat at the battle of Culloden, and he was still there in 1747. King Louis would have been delighted to be rid of him and tried hard to coerce him into leaving, but the Prince stayed on, the hero of the people of Paris who admired his daring achievement, which had so nearly come off. Parisians – indeed the whole of Europe – adored him almost as passionately as Louise did. They applauded him in the street and cheered him to the echo whenever he appeared in public at the opera, and they bought pictures of him in warrior’s uniform which were on sale all over Paris. Prince Charlie was a never-ending source of gossip among them and so powerful that even King Louis XV could not order him out of the country as he certainly wished to do since Prince Charlie was a constant nuisance and critic of the French government. Whether France or Britain liked it or not, Charles Stuart continued to enjoy Parisian life to the full and to mix brazenly among court circles from which he was officially barred. He even attended masked balls at which royalty and government ministers were present.


And now he had fallen head over heels in love with his own cousin, the daughter of his mother’s sister and the wife of one of his best friends. It was the first time Prince Charlie, a confirmed bachelor in the eyes of the world up to now, had been known to show deep affection for any woman, but when love struck it did so with all the force of one of the claymores his Highland soldiers had wielded in battle in Scotland. When Charles Stuart fell for Cousin Louise, there was no mistaking that he was in love!
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The ‘bonny Prince’ enters Edinburgh in triumph after the battle of Prestonpans; a romantic nineteenth-century engraving





The Jacobite world, or at least those in that small circle close enough to him to be aware of the momentous happening, wondered how this could be. Was this the man who, only a couple of years before in Scotland, had been so cold and offhand with women that both friends and enemies commented on it? His supporter, Lord Elcho, had watched the Prince’s awkwardness in female company at Holyrood Palace in Edinburgh, and felt compelled to make excuses for it.


‘He had not been much used to Womens Company, and was always embarrassed while he was with them,’ Elcho remarked as he watched the Prince at levées and balls.5


During all the time Charles had been holding court in the Scottish capital it had been the same: his coldness could not be hidden, especially whenever fashionable ladies rushed to the palace in droves to kiss his hand, and Elcho was embarrassed to recall that ‘his behaviour to them was very cool’.6


Coolness towards women, surely born of shyness, was one of the lesser charges which dogged Bonnie Prince Charlie, not merely during his time in Scotland, but all through life and into history. There have been smears that he was undersexed, or at least partially impotent, but these are as ill-founded as insinuations that he was homosexual like his great-great-grandfather, King James VI and I. His younger brother, Prince Henry, Duke of York, has also been accused of having homosexual relationships, but on much stronger grounds.7


During the ’45 Rising many slanders were put about, some labelling Charles as homosexual while others accused him of flagrant womanizing – enemy progaganda didn’t care how the sexual slanders were slanted or even whether they contained a basis of truth, just so long as they showed the Prince in an unfavourable light and were detrimental to his Cause.


Apart from the many reports of aloofness towards women during the rising, a story circulated that, when asked why he would not dance at one of the Holyrood balls, the Prince beckoned a huge Highlander standing guard at the doorway. Stroking the man’s beard, the Prince exclaimed, ‘These are the beauties to whom I must now make love, and for a few thousands of whom I would fain dispense with all yonder fair damsels.’8 The brawny Highlander’s response is not recorded, but we must resist the temptation to judge the incident against today’s sexual attitudes. If any such thing happened and Charles did make the remark, it was certainly not prompted by any homosexual proclivities, but was merely a joke with a deal of common sense behind it. At that moment Charles Stuart’s sole objective was to win back his father’s crowns, and the Highlanders were his main supporters in the fight to achieve that.


On the reverse side of the sexual coin the Hanoverians tried to make propaganda of ‘affairs’ with mistresses in Scotland, especially poor, innocent Jenny Cameron, who did nothing more than bring a group of Cameron men to join his army, but was pilloried by pamphleteers and cartoonists, and Flora MacDonald, who helped him to escape over the sea to Skye disguised as her maidservant. The accusations against both Jenny and Flora were so preposterous they could not have been believed by his most gullible enemy, but nonetheless the country was polluted by them during the ’45 and after.


By some strange omission, the anti-Charlie propaganda machine did not pick up the one sexual fling the Prince enjoyed during the ’45. Clementine Walkinshaw was almost certainly the Prince’s mistress during a brief period in January 1746, but the relationship was never noticed by his enemies or made use of by them.


The truth is that Prince Charlie was a late starter when it came to falling in love, but when he did, it was with wild crazed fervour, which set the Jacobite movement buzzing. What’s more, his love was usually reciprocated with equal ardour.


Charles Edward Stuart showed little interest in the female sex as a child because, from his birth in Rome in 1720, he was brought up in a largely masculine environment. His parents’ marriage was an unhappy one and it was left to his father to arrange most of his education and guide him towards manhood. The upbringing of a prince has always been remote from the world around him, but for Charles and his brother, Henry, born five years later, growing up was a very unnatural experience, cut off from the real world at a court, which was not really royal at all. Their grandfather, James VII and II had lost his throne more than a generation earlier, and their father, James VIII and III, pretended to be a king in Rome, a city remote in distance and outlook from the country he claimed as his.


Women played little part in life at the Pretender’s court and the boys grew up with no experience of female company other than as partners at formal balls at the formal little courts they visited in friendly Italian states. They were naïve insofar as love was concerned.


When Charles discovered love at last, he was past his mid-twenties, and it was unfortunate that he did not marry then for a wife might have brought some degree of stability and point to his life. Instead he ‘campaigned’ through a series of love affairs in the middle years of his life, which aroused him to white hot passion and resulted in two illegitimate children and a succession of fights as heroic as the battles he fought during his ‘rash adventure’ in Scotland.


But the bonnie prince proved to be a rough and jealous wooer, who flew into wild rages, and insisted on always having his own way with every woman for whom he cared. Louise was the first in a line of liaisons with unhappy endings. Worst of all, he became insanely jealous without reason and abused nearly every woman he ever loved, and he beat his women if they dared to disobey him.


As far as the ordinary supporter of the Cause was concerned it was this wild and utterly unacceptable social behaviour that finally killed off the Jacobite Cause rather than any political or military victories of his enemies. Charles’s drinking has been blamed for the destruction of Jacobite hopes, and the Prince’s fondness for the bottle certainly did inflict serious injury, but supporters began to leave in disgust when they saw how he treated the women for whom he professed to care. Love always proved another Culloden for Prince Charlie.


Yet, all through life, Charles Edward Stuart exercised a kind of magic power over women, those who met him and those to whom he was no more than a name. He had an ability to retain a mesmeric power even over the women he treated badly and he could always cast his spell over those whom he ignored; in Edinburgh they hung from windows and crowded round him in the street just to touch him. Strangers, many not even Jacobite sympathizers, cheered him as he passed by and remembered him long after:


‘Ye windows were full of Ladys who threw up their handkerchiefs and clap’d their hands and show’d great loyalty to ye Bonny Prince,’ wrote one of them, Magdalen Pringle, as she watched the Prince ride out to review his army at Duddingston, just outside Edinburgh.9


Charles paid scant attention to these fawning women who flocked to see him, yet they continued to surround him in ever-growing numbers. In spite of his outrageous behaviour towards them, they still called him Bonnie Prince Charlie, swooned at his feet, and urged their menfolk to go out and fight for him. Why? Because he was a princely, charismatic figure, a leader who had in him that ability, which some men possess, to attract women to him in spite of treating them with unfeeling cruelty.


Prince Charlie has much to answer for insofar as the women in his life are concerned, for he showed them no consideration and demanded everything they had to give, while offering little in return. It has to be admitted that the same charges have been levelled at him in regard to his relationships with men: to those who surrounded him and supported him so loyally he showed ingratitude, insensitivity, and meanness of spirit as well as of pocket. A charge of cowardice, levelled at him after he escaped from the battlefield at Culloden, does not stand up, but most of the others do.


It was in Scotland in 1745 that the bonnie prince who has survived in historic legend, was born – the darling of almost every woman, the hero of many men until he marched into England, when his rash adventure fell apart at Derby. There he was forced to accept the advice of his generals and retreat to Scotland. He headed north with ill grace and all the way was sullen and withdrawn. The campaign was lost during that retreat, long before Cumberland’s deadly gunfire raked the ranks of the Highlanders on the battlefield of Culloden.


Charles has been accused of being ill educated, stupid, a bad leader and without a scrap of political awareness, and it has even been suggested that it might have been better if he had died a hero at Culloden rather than lived on to become Europe’s wild man. But all that is grossly unfair to him: Charles Stuart was a brave man. He may not have been an intellectual and had little book learning, but from childhood he was a perceptive boy, who took in all that was on offer by way of education at his father’s narrow little court at Rome. He may not have learnt much about reading, writing or mathematics, but he absorbed the elements of kingship as it should be practised under the rules of divine right by which his father lived.


Charles’s downfall is often blamed on an inability to come to terms with the demise of his Cause after Culloden – disappointment which made him turn more and more to the ‘nasty bottle’. This change of character has been attributed to political naïvety and crass ignorance of diplomacy, but the Prince was not inept at all. It is true that he was a poor diplomat who never learnt to negotiate: as a prince of a royal house which believed it had ruled by God’s divine right for nearly four centuries, he saw no need to negotiate with anyone. He bade people to do what he wanted, and ordered his women about in the same regal manner as he commanded his generals – and usually the women were more obedient than the generals.


Prince Charlie was foolish in his handling of those adherents to the Cause who haunted the court at Rome or the Paris Jacobite circle, and he never trusted them totally: in the light of the shiftiness of some of the professed loyal Jacobite followers around him, perhaps that demonstrated shrewd judgement rather than a lack of it.


The Prince certainly was politically aware: he had been well trained from childhood in the conspiratorial atmosphere of his father’s court to follow world events. The only pity is that Jacobite supporters who came to Rome were inclined to tell King James what they thought he would want to hear rather than what he ought to know, a charming, but sometimes irritating fault still found in many Irishmen and Scots. Consequently both King and Prince were far less aware than they ought to have been of what was really going on in Britain, France, Spain, the Holy Roman Empire, or even in the Vatican a few hundred yards away from their own court at the Muti Palace.


Prince Charlie was a recalcitrant child, but his rebellion can be attributed largely to that strange upbringing in what was to all intents and purposes a broken home. His parents’ marriage was marred from beginning to end by differences that need never have arisen – mainly due to Clementina’s jealousy over being cut out of her husband’s state business, and this led to accusations of infidelity. Clementina’s accusations were groundless, but they cost James Stuart dearly.


The Stuarts were far from popular in Rome, but Clementina always managed to maintain her hold over the city. While her husband was ignored or criticized, society remained ‘enchanted by her charm, her gaiety, her pretty little accent in Italian and French, and the mixture of sweetness and gravity in her expression’.10


She exercised the same hypnotic power over those who met her as did her son. Baron de Pollnitz wrote after meeting her:




Were she mistress of a kingdom, she would certainly make it her rule to discharge the duties of her rank as became it.11





Clementina became a recluse, a neurotic and a religious bigot who had to be handled with great care. She and James both loved their sons in their own peculiar way, but it was not the kind of love that could be reciprocated nor could it teach Charles and Henry how to love.


As a result, Henry retired into homosexuality and the celibacy of the priesthood, but Charles had neither of these to fall back on – he was heterosexual and not religiously inclined, so he had to cope with love in his own rough and ready way. He was shy and awkward with women, and he loved them, yet he could never give himself totally to them – not even to those with whom he had passionate affairs.


The same was true of his relationships with men; he kept everyone – men and women alike – at arm’s length as if they were subjects while he was a man set apart, a prince waiting to become king.


It is interesting that the only people with whom he did build a strong relationship were those among whom he lived during his months as a fugitive following Culloden, especially the MacDonalds. No one denounced him to his enemies for the fortune of £30,000 that awaited his betrayer, and dozens, if not hundreds, who wore the uniform of his enemies went out of their way to help him.


Prince Charlie actually enjoyed his time with the clansmen, particularly a few idyllic weeks while he was in hiding at Corodale on South Uist during June 1746, when he hunted during the day and spent evenings talking and drinking with his loyal Highlanders. Even at this early stage in his life he could drink all of them under the table.


One long-remembered session continued until every man, including MacDonald of Boisdale, one of the greatest drinkers in the whole of Scotland, lay unconscious. The Prince covered the casualties of the night with plaids and sang ‘De Profundis’ over them before he left them to sleep it off. One of the party recalled afterwards, ‘Never have I seen a punch bowl attacked more freely or frankly.’12


Although the voyage over the sea to Skye helped to further the ‘bonnie prince’ image, his legend does not rest on that alone. In adversity Charlie won respect; the only pity is that after his return to France he degenerated into the wild man of Europe, drinking and living a rumbustious, dissolute life.


Even then women were able to discern a vestige of the handsome young man who came so close to sending the Elector back to Hanover and restoring the Stuarts. Behind the face of Charles Edward in middle age, which friends and enemies alike admitted was heavy, red, pimply and bloated, there still lay nobility.


‘He is by no means thin, has a noble person, and a graceful manner . . . upon the whole he has a melancholy mortified appearance,’ a Jacobite lady reported.13


And so the bonnie prince stormed on through life, into old age, for Charles Stuart never did anything quietly or in moderation. He had mistresses, children and even a wife, but failed to find peace or a lasting relationship with any of them.


Charles and his father both realized that the Stuart crowns could never be won back without France’s help, and therein lies the reason why the Prince came running when King Louis XV summoned him to join an abortive French invasion of England in 1744.


When storms in the English Channel and the British fleet wrecked that plan, France abandoned Charles, leaving him stranded at the port of Gravelines. Only then was it brought home to the Prince that, necessary as the French might be, they could never be relied on: they would support the Cause when they wanted to twist the British lion’s tail or to tie up the Hanoverian army in England while they achieved their own objectives on the continent, but the moment foreign policy or personalities at Versailles changed, the Cause was abandoned. If Charles Stuart’s diplomacy was crude, that of his erstwhile friends was little better.


By the middle of 1744 it was clear that the French had other plans, which did not include a Jacobite invasion, so the Prince began to make his own preparations to set out for Scotland on his rash adventure of 1745, alone, without adequate weapons or soldiers.


Charles Stuart did not sail for Scotland in search of glory: he made the journey in 1745 with the sole mission, as he saw it, of rescuing his father’s subjects from the usurping Electors of Hanover and restoring their rightful ancient royal house. Personal glory did not enter into it, although he undoubtedly did exalt in those months when he was leader of a victorious army and had his own royal court at Holyrood. As Prince of Wales he genuinely wanted to do what he believed was best for his countrymen, and failure of that destroyed him.


The French could have done more – much more – to help while the Prince was actually in Scotland, but they prevaricated and in the end did little except despatch an envoy to see what was happening, then botch what little support they gathered together to help him. All the French managed to do for Prince Charlie was rescue him after they had let him down, when it was all over. As a result the Prince who returned to France in the autumn of 1746 at the end of the terrible affair, was a bitter and angry man.


Although in his heart he still did not trust the French and foolishly criticized King Louis openly, he tried hard to persuade them to mount a new expedition, but should have known better, for soon it became clear that the Jacobites had served their purpose and the French had no intention of backing the Prince then or probably ever again. Spain too refused to help, and Charlie was never able to come to terms with this double blow, which left him feeling betrayed and rebelliously unforgiving.


Worse was to follow. An unbridgeable rift now opened up between the Prince of Wales and his father and brother, and that was probably the greatest tragedy of his whole life. He had loved both of them very dearly up to the time of the rising, although Charles and Henry were too different in character ever to be soulmates, but now they quarrelled. This was a great pity because his family, his father especially, were the only people who could give Charles Edward the support he needed now he saw treachery everywhere around him and he slowly sank into a morass of paranoia.


About this time it became clear to the gloomy old fatalist, which James had become, that the game was up for the Jacobites: there never would be a restoration, return to the Palace of St James could only be a dream, and they would always reign in exile in Rome. James was past caring very much about that, and the Duke of York accepted it too, although not in the same fatalistic way as his father. He had plans of his own.


Then the blow fell: Henry, who had been with Charles in Paris, disappeared without a word to his brother, and soon he was back in Rome with his father. Hard on the heels of that news, came a letter which told the Prince that Henry was to be appointed a cardinal of the Roman Catholic Church – it had all been planned in advance by their father and word was only sent to Charles when it was too late for him to interfere to stop it.


This betrayal was the more bitter because it came just at the moment when Charles himself was prepared to abandon the Roman Catholic church in order to make himself acceptable to the British people (and soon afterwards he actually did so), but Henry’s promotion within the church of Rome damned his chances for ever.


That was the moment when the Bonnie Prince turned into the Wild Man of Europe. He never forgave his father who pleaded with his son for nineteen years to return to him, but Charles refused. Although his father deluged him with letters and pleas, he seldom even bothered to reply. Charles Stuart would not be reconciled, and only set out for Rome towards the end of 1765 after he learned that his father was dying: but he had left it too late. He arrived to find his father was already dead and he was Charles III, the King over the Water. But by then not even the Pope would recognize the new Stuart monarch’s sovereignty. He was accepted only as Count of Albany.


Charles’s last years were spent trying to ensure the succession, an obsession which led him into a dynastic marriage, which failed just as dramatically as that of his own parents had done. There was no love in the match, so it is not surprising that his wife ran off with a poet, leaving Charles an aged cuckold, a pathetic figure, whose health was decaying daily. His mind clouded, his heart threatened to give out, his limbs became swollen, and breathing was difficult.


Why, in spite of all that, has Charles Stuart gone down in history as the charismatic Bonnie Prince, the ill-starred royal heir who broke the hearts of men and women? Historian Andrew Lang offers a romantic explanation:




Charles is loved for his forlorn hope: for his desperate resolve: for the reckless daring, the winning charm that once were his: for bright hair, and brown eyes; above all, as the centre and inspirer of old chivalrous loyalty, as one who would have brought back a lost age, an impossible realm of dreams.14





That may all be true, but surely the reason must lie also in the fact that, from the cradle to the grave, there were really two Charles Stuarts, the gallant prince and the impetuous adventurer, who could not handle relationships with anyone rash enough to commit himself or herself to his Cause.


From the moment he was born on the last day of the year 1720 until the disputed date of his death at the end of January 1788,15 people saw in him whichever of these two sides they wanted to see.


It was like that all through his life: to one he was a weak, sickly child, but kinder eyes saw a fine young prince; some thought him a spoilt brat, while others admired the courtly young man who dressed in silk and fine velvet, wore diamond-set Orders of the Garter and St Andrew, and danced gracefully at ducal courts around Italy. In Scotland he cast spells even over those who were his enemies, but in England he found few friends. Throughout the years he spent on mainland Europe, kinder critics remembered his brief moment of glory that so nearly became an enduring reality. And to the ordinary man or woman in the street he was the greatest hero of the day.


When he died Charles Stuart was mourned only by Charlotte, the daughter his mistress, Clementine Walkinshaw, had given him: of all the women who had admired him, loved him, suffered his tantrums and ill usage, only Charlotte was there to comfort those last days. It was a lonely end for a man who had loved so ardently.


But that was Charles Edward Stuart’s tragedy: women loved him to distraction and he loved them just as passionately, yet he never really learned how to love.


The seeds of Bonnie Prince Charlie’s misfortunes lay in the genetic inheritance passed on from his father’s Stuart ancestors and the Polish Sobieskis on his mother’s side. Yet it is equally true that Charles Stuart, the man and lover, owed much to the family and political milieu in which he grew up. He never received or was given love at his mother’s knee, which is where most good lovers learn their craft. Clementina Sobieska has much to answer for.


Life dealt Charles Edward Stuart a poor hand both in the genes he inherited and in the environment in which he developed. Bonnie Prince Charlie’s ill luck as a lover began early and it dogged his steps all the way through life.





TWO


A Poisoned Inheritance




Let every man, who has a tear for the many miseries incident to humanity, feel for a family, illustrious as any in Europe, and unfortunate beyond human precedent; and let every Briton, and particularly every Scotsman, who ever looked with reverential pity on the dotage of a parent, cast a veil over the final mistakes of the Kings of his forefathers.





Letter from Robert Burns to the Edinburgh Evening Courant in defence of the Stuarts on the centenary of the Glorious Revolution.1


Bonnie Prince Charlie was a Stuart through and through, a ‘bonnie fighter’ and a highly sexed individual: his mother, Maria Clementina Sobieska, belonged to the great Sobieski family of Poland, who were no mean fighters either, and could boast plenty of sexual adventures of their own. By an ironic twist of history the marriage of James Stuart and Clementina Sobieska brought together two exiled royal lines, since Clementina’s father, Prince James Sobieski, was the son of John III, King of Poland, but had not been chosen to succeed him.


Any marriage likely to produce an heir was to be welcomed by supporters of the Jacobite Cause, but Clementina as a bride for James Stuart was a spectacular coup since she would bring a much needed rich dowry to the Cause as well. That on top of a union with one of Europe’s great family names was something to cheer Jacobite hearts everywhere. The only pity was that by the time of James and Clementina the blood was diluted, the genes flawed, so that while Charles and his brother, Henry, inherited the strengths of the Stuarts and the Sobieskis, they also fell heir to their weaknesses. To understand the character and sexuality of Bonnie Prince Charlie it is necessary to understand the Stuarts and the Sobieskis.


The Stuarts, or Stewarts, to give their name its original form,2 had proven staying power: by 1720, when Charles was born, the dynasty had already endured for three hundred and fifty years and its direct line was to continue for another eighty-seven. In all, the House of Stewart existed as a living monarchy – de facto or de jure – for four-and-a-quarter tumultuous centuries against all the odds. Its birth was difficult, from first to last its existence was beset by tragedy and turbulence, and the death of the direct line in lonely exile proved long drawn out and full of pain.


Chateaubriand summed up the Stewart tragedy when he wrote at the death of Cardinal Henry of York in 1807 and the end of the dynasty’s direct line:




The Stuart race took 119 years to die out after having lost the throne which it never found again. In exile three pretenders passed on from one to the other the shadow of a crown: they had intelligence and courage, what did they lack? The hand of God.3





No one has offered a better explanation for the fate of Scotland’s revered but accursed royal house.


The Stewarts’ origins lay within two noble families, the ancient hereditary High Stewards of Scotland and the Bruces, both of whom came over with the Normans at the time of the Norman Conquest, and arrived in Scotland after David I became King of Scots in 1124. Robert de Brus, the king’s companion-at-arms, was given the lordship of Annandale and his descendant was the Hero-King, Robert I, victor of Bannockburn.


On the Stewart side the family was originally Breton, but they set down strong roots in the south-west of Scotland, where they prospered as Stewards of the royal household, the office of state from which the name Stewart is derived. In the wars against the English which followed the death of King Alexander III of Scotland, James Stewart fought alongside William Wallace, and in due course his son, Walter, was with Robert the Bruce at Bannockburn. Walter’s reward for this loyalty was the hand of Bruce’s daughter, Marjorie, and this marriage brought the two powerful families together to found the Stewart dynasty.


King Robert the Bruce had no legitimate male heir at the time of Bannockburn, only Marjorie, by his first wife, Isabella of Mar. His second wife, the Earl of Ulster’s daughter, Elizabeth, had not yet produced a child, so in order to secure the succession, Parliament decreed that, in the event of the king dying without a male heir, the crown should pass to the male heirs of Walter Stewart and Marjorie.


Queen Elizabeth did give Bruce a son in 1324, who succeeded him as King David II, but David died childless, and that is why Robert the Bruce’s grandson, the child of Marjorie and Walter Stewart, was crowned King Robert II in 1370.


Seventeen Stewarts reigned either as acknowledged sovereigns or in exile as Kings over the Water, between 1370 and 1807, and of these two were assassinated, two beheaded, one was killed accidentally by a bursting cannon, another fell in battle with his nobles, and four died in exile.


From beginning to end, from the two weak kings who established the dynasty to the last three who ruled in exile, the story of the Stewarts is a sad litany of failure, misfortune, tragedy and disappointment, not just in kingship but in marriage and sexual relationships as well. From generation to generation the crown of Scotland was a poisoned inheritance.


Prince Charlie and his brother tasted the bitterness of failure. Charles saw success snatched from him when he was within an ace of winning back the crown in the ’45 rising: Napoleon’s conquering sweep across Europe drove his brother, Henry IX, into a second exile from that in which he had already spent the whole of his life. And, as if that were not humiliation enough, poor Henry ended his days on a pension doled out to him by George III, the man whose crown he claimed.


In the light of their family’s earlier history they ought not to have expected anything better. Previous generations had suffered even more. Charlie’s father, James, the Old Pretender, spent all but six months of his seventy-eight long years on this earth in exile, sixty-four of them as King over the Water, ever hoping that by some miracle, someone – the King of France, the King of Spain, anyone, anywhere – would help him to come into his own again. Prince Charlie’s grandfather, James VII and II, was exiled twice (when his father lost the Civil War and his head, and at the Glorious Revolution in 1688) and his great-uncle, Charles II, once. His great-grandfather, Charles I, and great-great-great-grandmother, Mary, Queen of Scots, were both beheaded and his great-great-great-grandfather, Lord Darnley, was murdered in a seedy, far from royal plot involving his queen. Five Jameses reigned before Mary, the first and third of whom were assassinated, while the second was killed accidentally, and the fourth died in battle at Flodden. The fifth died shortly after his army was defeated in battle in 1542 and his wife gave birth to a princess instead of the strong prince Scotland needed. They said he died of a broken heart: the only surprising thing about the Stewarts is that more of them didn’t die from the same cause.


All seven monarchs who succeeded between 1406 and 1567 – the six Jameses and Mary, Queen of Scots – were minors at their accession, the oldest, just fifteen, and the youngest, only six days old. Five – Charles II, Mary, Anne, Prince Charlie and his brother, Henry – left no legitimate heir at all.


Such a failure rate in supplying the dynasty with an heir might suggest a sexual failure, but the opposite is true: they had plenty of children who could not succeed because they were born on the wrong side of the blanket, or died prematurely, probably because one of their parents was infected with venereal disease due to their own or a progenitor’s promiscuity.


Alongside a strong sexual urge there co-existed among the Stewarts a touching sense of romance, a trait first revealed in the earliest days of the dynasty. James I, who reigned from 1406 until 1437, was captured by pirates on his way to France in the very year he became king and was held in England for eighteen years. There James Stewart found a wife and his voice as a poet in The Kingis Quhair, a long poem in which he describes the moment he first set eyes on Lady Joan Beaufort whom he married and took back to Scotland as his queen.


The Kingis Quhair tells how, lying awake in his prison one night, he began to read and to meditate on his ill fortune. To escape the misery in which he was enveloped, James went to the window and there he saw Lady Joan and immediately fell in love:




And therewith kest I doun myn eye ageyne,


Quhare as I sawe, walking under the tour,


Full secretly new cummyn heir to pleyne,


The fairest or the freschest yong floure


That ever I sawe, me thoght, before that houre,


For quhich sodayn abate, anon astert,


The blude of all my body to my herte.4





James married Lady Joan in February 1424 and two months later returned to his kingdom with his bride.


Romance benefited the Stewarts very little: over the years they were as unlucky in love as in kingship. And their sexual lives became so horribly intertwined with sovereignty that, as long as a Stewart sat on the throne or claimed the crown, sexuality ruled, often without restraint, and promising reigns ended in disaster. A sixteenth-century writer compared them to horses from the district of Mar in Aberdeenshire, which ‘in youth are good, but in their old age bad’.5


The very first of them, Robert II, a bad ruler and a poor soldier, set the pattern for the lack of prudence that was perpetuated in the character of almost every one of his successors: he fathered half a dozen sons and eight daughters by two wives as well as eight or more natural sons. James V had three illegitimate sons before he was twenty, and his final tally (so far as we know) was seven, all by different mothers. The Scottish historian Gordon Donaldson points out in his favour: ‘It may be to his credit that he did occasionally contemplate marriage to one of his mistresses, which would at least have secured the succession.’6


Fathering so many natural sons was always a sure recipe for producing a nobility packed with virile, ambitious young men who considered that they had claim to the power and honours due to a king’s son – even to his crown itself.


James V may not have bequeathed a son to his nation, but he left it a daughter who inherited his sexuality along with the rashness of all the early Stewarts rolled into one. Mary, Queen of Scots made three marriages, all bad: the first fired by ambition, the second by love, and heaven alone knows what motivated the third – it was nothing less than a piece of madness emanating from the heart.


Mary’s first marriage was made for her by the French king and the pro-French faction in Scotland. As a child she was betrothed to the Dauphin and in due course became Queen of France as well as of Scotland, making the two kingdoms one, exactly as the French had planned. But the king died and Mary’s power in France went into the grave with him, so she returned to Scotland, where she met her kinsman, Henry Stewart, Lord Darnley. It was love at first sight. Mary ‘was struck with the dart of love’, overwhelmed ‘by the comeliness of his sweet behaviour, personage and virtuous qualities’.7 She was so deeply smitten with Darnley that she did not even wait for the papal dispensation she needed to marry him because they were closely related (they had a common grandmother, Margaret Tudor), but married him – and discovered too late that he was drunken, unstable and so insanely jealous that he murdered one of her favourites, David Rizzio, before her eyes while she was pregnant with Darnley’s child. Afterwards he forced her to swear to him that the son she bore him was ‘begotten by none but you’.


In emotional turmoil Mary turned to James Hepburn, Earl of Bothwell, and there can be little doubt that both were implicated in the plot by which Darnley was murdered while he lay ill at Kirk o’ Field, just outside Edinburgh. Whether they were or not matters not a jot: the point is the Scottish people believed it to be true.


Bothwell, a wild, brash character, carried the queen off to Dunbar, where he raped her so that she would have to marry him. Many believed that Mary went willingly and that her sexual intercourse with Bothwell fell far short of rape: nonetheless, Mary, claiming she feared she might be pregnant, gave permission for Bothwell to divorce his wife, and a week later she married him. Branded the Scottish whore by Knox and the Lords of the Congregation, Mary was compelled to abdicate in favour of her infant son, James, and was imprisoned on an island in Loch Leven. By then she had fallen out with Bothwell and he fled to Scandinavia, where he went mad and died in a Danish prison a decade later. Mary escaped from her island prison and tried to raise an army, but was defeated at Langside, near Glasgow, upon which she fled to England and threw herself on Elizabeth’s mercy. She was held for eighteen years, but in the end became caught up in a plot to murder Elizabeth, and the English queen signed her death warrant.


Passionate love even more than religion cost Mary Stuart her throne, and at Fotheringhay Castle in Northamptonshire on the morning of 8 February, 1587, it cost her her life as well.


Mary was reckless: all the Stewarts were. A modicum of caution was brought to the dynasty only with James VI, who inherited other character defects which far outweighed the welcome trait of canniness. James was intelligent and learned, even scholarly, yet his nickname ‘the wisest fool in Christendom’ was well deserved for he lacked judgement. In his favour it must be said that he never had a chance to grow into anything other than a fool, even a wise one, for he was taken from his mother in infancy to be brought up under the aegis of dour, sober, ambitious men, in a world devoid of women, yet dominated by women – his mother, Mary Stuart and Elizabeth of England.


James added a new dimension to the Stewarts’ sexuality – he was homosexual, or at least, bi-sexual, which deeply shocked his nobles and shook the dynasty to its foundations. Just as he was growing towards manhood in that environment devoid of female company, a handsome kinsman, Esmé Stuart, arrived at the court, and James was smitten. Esmé was the start of a succession of liaisons with courtiers, which aroused deep feeling both at home and abroad. An English agent wrote home: ‘It is thought that this King is too much carried by young men that lie in his chamber and are his minions.’8 As James’s biographer, Otto J. Scott, points out, the agent chose his words precisely – at that time minion was used to describe a mistress.9


Alongside his homosexuality, James VI managed to maintain a heterosexual relationship in order to perpetuate the dynasty, and in doing so he actually fell deeply in love with his bride, Princess Anne of Denmark. Here he showed that recurring Stewart streak of romanticism; when Anne’s arrival in Scotland was delayed he sailed off to Oslo with a little fleet to fetch her himself. Unfortunately, the novelty of romance soon wore off, leaving James and Anne with little in common: he was solemn, she was frivolous, and while he wrote poetry and talked theology, she was shallow, showy, extravagant and adored dancing. For the dynasty the important thing was that they produced sons: Henry, the heir who died, and Charles, who succeeded as Charles I. Their daughter, Elizabeth, married the Elector Palatine, and it was her grandson, George, who finally displaced the Stuarts and established the Hanoverian dynasty in 1714.


James VI believed implicitly in the God-given right of monarchs to reign, and for the benefit of his heir, he set these views down in a book on the craft of kingship, called Basilikon Doron. It explained James’s strong views on matrimony:
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