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Introduction


If this book were a novel, nobody could predict its ending. With the story of Mary, Queen of Scots, however, the final chapter is well known: the ailing queen, dressed in russet, with a small dog hidden beneath her skirts, places her head on the block, and awaits the executioner’s blow, still believing herself to be the rightful Queen of Scotland. This book is an account of how she reached that point and of the ways in which, on many occasions, her bloody beheading might have been averted for a happier conclusion to her story.


In hindsight, Mary’s flight across the Solway Firth to England sealed her fate. Even had things worked out better, she made a calamitous misjudgement in expecting her cousin Elizabeth I to help her quell the Scottish rebels and regain her throne. This was an error she was understandably reluctant to recognise, only slowly acknowledging that she was not a guest of the English state but its prisoner.


Perhaps because the outcome of her terrible choice is so familiar, many historians have devoted most of their energies to the first half of Mary’s life, galloping through the latter period, when she was held in captivity, as if it were a codicil. Yet Mary’s almost nineteen perilous and eventful years as a prisoner were anything but a footnote. Between her arrival in England in 1568 and her execution in 1587, she lived in an almost perpetual state of agitation, with an ongoing series of intrigues and dramas – from armed rebellions and daring plans for escape to the opportunity to marry – keeping hopes alive that she might regain her liberty. There was even the possibility of her being restored to her throne with Elizabeth’s blessing.


All of this is fascinating. As is the fact that fascination with Mary never seems to dim. Do we really need another account of her often-told tale? And why, as I have done, write one book on her years in Scotland – Homecoming – and another on those she spent locked up in England? I asked these questions myself, wondering what new can be said, before realising that there is no definitive biography of Mary Stuart, no comprehensive narrative, and that each account comes from a particular perspective, bringing a different set of assumptions to bear on the facts, which inevitably influence that version.


On a prosaic level, Exile picks up events where Homecoming ends, bringing the story to its tragic conclusion by way, on Mary’s part, of almost two decades of wrangling, disillusionment and despair, and mounting anxiety on the English side. To have stopped at the Scottish border would have felt like abandoning Mary when her situation became most vulnerable but also, to my mind, most interesting.


As with its predecessor, Exile is told through the locations where Mary lived and history unfolded. Approaching it in this way offers an extra dimension to our understanding of what she experienced, the ruinous or restored castles and houses in which she stayed adding context and colour to her tale. It is one thing to know that after arriving in England she was constantly shuttled between residences, quite another to visit these buildings and stand where she stood. To gaze over the same countryside or streets as she once did is to share something of her experience, to make the connection between her age and ours. At times this is largely an exercise of the imagination, as at Chartley or Fotheringhay, where so few traces remain. At others, such as Bolton Castle in Yorkshire or St Mary’s Guildhall in Coventry, the sixteenth century and its Machiavellian politics can almost be tasted in the air.


Finding a fresh angle from which to view Mary’s downfall is reason enough to revisit her life, but as libraries show, history’s most pivotal figures are constantly reappraised, the shelves filled with updated interpretations and retellings, each relevant for a new generation. This abundance confirms what every writer knows: that history is not static. The past does not lie mothballed behind us. It is there to be grasped and evaluated in light of our own times and preoccupations. Reinterpretation and reassessment are the lifeblood of what Tom Devine calls ‘the Queen of disciplines’, and they are what make history sing. So too is groundbreaking research. In the case of Mary, the recent discovery by a team of international cryptographers of a cache of letters written in cipher during the years 1578 to 1584 has rekindled interest. These furtive missives shed further light on the queen’s ceaseless diplomatic manoeuvring and reveal the issues that consumed her as she attempted to plot a way out of her predicament.


The day-to-day detail of Mary’s imprisonment, as shown in these newly found letters and in many other sources, is enthralling. The documents offer an insight into the functioning of her household under extreme duress. We see the nature of her friendships and alliances within her entourage, among her far-flung supporters and, most vividly, with her captors, especially the melancholy Earl of Shrewsbury and his shrewd, opportunistic wife, Bess of Hardwick.


Equally interesting is the gradual change in Mary’s personality in captivity as the gravity of her position became clear. Suffering chronic ill health and, on several occasions, coming close to death, Mary subtly changed from the headstrong, vivacious, open-hearted young woman who rode at the head of her army and danced the night away at the Palace of Holyrood into a far more cunning and calculating individual. Prematurely aged by her afflictions and the often unhealthy quarters in which she was held, she lost her youthful beauty and grace. In their place she gained a richness of personality and a gravitas that in part explains her continuing allure. She grew more thoughtful, pious and determined when faced with conditions over which she had almost no control. And as her disillusionment increased and she learned to be less trusting, she became formidable.


Exile traces these shifts in character, witnessed by those around her and in her own writing, as her focus narrowed to self-preservation and she learned to place her faith in God alone. Although this part of her tale is cloistered compared with the adventurous activity of her life in Scotland – more Tinker, Tailor, Soldier, Spy than The Three Musketeers – it is arguably even more compelling. She might not have been conducting her affairs from the centre of power or on the wing on horseback, but even as the deposed queen attempted to bargain from a position of weakness, she refused to become a victim. Instead, she insisted on seeing herself as an active and powerful agent and never for a moment lost sight of her status as a sovereign queen.


Not that Mary’s life had hitherto been easy. The woman of twenty-five who landed at Workington in Cumbria in the late spring of 1568 was already versed in hardship and heartache. When only five years old, she had been sent by her mother Marie of Guise to her relatives in France for safety. Married young to the Dauphin, Francis, she was for a brief period Queen of France, one of the most illustrious titles in Europe. On the death of her husband, when he was a mere youth, she returned to Scotland in 1561 as an eighteen-yearold widow. She took up her throne as a devout Catholic, despite Scotland’s year-old Reformation, in which the country had turned against Rome and embraced the Protestant faith.


At that point, the auspices were not propitious, Mary knowing too little of her homeland to understand fully its politics and personality, and mistrusted for her adherence to the now proscribed religion. Yet with remarkable foresight and tolerance in one so young and isolated, she accepted her country’s change of heart and gathered Protestant councillors around her. After what she had seen of the Huguenots’ persecution in France, it seems she had no stomach for religious conflict at home. As a result, for several promising years she held the competing forces of her fractious court together, earning the admiration and affection of the people.


It was on her marriage to the venal Henry Stuart, Lord Darnley, that her reign began to spiral into chaos. His murder, at Kirk o’ Field in Edinburgh, in 1567, caused uproar, and Mary was soon implicated. By marrying James Hepburn, Earl of Bothwell, who was the prime suspect in Darnley’s death, she lost all respect and honour. After defeat by the Confederate Lords at the Battle of Carberry Hill, she was taken prisoner and incarcerated for almost a year in Lochleven Castle. During this time her half-brother James Stewart, Earl of Moray, became Regent and ruled the country while her infant son James was kept under the care of John Erskine, Earl of Mar, at Stirling Castle. Despite the allegations of the Confederate Lords that the queen represented a threat to the country, her draconian and humiliating treatment was seen in many quarters as unacceptable, as was her forced abdication. This was a politically disastrous period for Mary, but it was also a time of private sorrow, since shortly before abdicating she miscarried twins.


When Mary landed in England, charged with adrenaline from her precipitous flight, she had only recently escaped from her rebels. A few days earlier her army had been routed by the Regent Moray’s troops at Langside, near Glasgow, and as she abandoned the field, terrified he might capture her, she made the panic-stricken decision to cross into England. From there, she reasoned, she could muster support from Elizabeth; she might also call on help from France, where she was dowager queen and retained a degree of influence and wealth.


Throughout her reign Mary made a number of catastrophic decisions, for which she must be held accountable: marrying Lord Darnley, then marrying the man believed to have murdered him and, worst of all, fleeing to England. Yet throughout these events, Moray emerges as an increasingly daunting figure whose manipulation of events throughout her reign, and after her escape to England, was designed to ruin her. Even had she been wiser, she could have done nothing to change his zealotry or ambition. If Mary’s abduction to Lochleven were not evidence enough, Moray’s testimony before the York and Westminster conferences in 1568, at which he produced the dubious Casket Letters to incriminate Mary in Darnley’s murder, indicate what sort of a man he was. His assassination, in 1570, greatly cheered her.


As the walls of England’s prisons closed around her, and hopes of returning to Scotland became increasingly forlorn, Mary faced a far more redoubtable, life-long enemy. Elizabeth I, who was thirty-four when Mary became her captive, was more intellectually gifted and considerably more cautious than her cousin. She was also blessed with advisors who counselled and steered her, sometimes deviously, in the direction that best served England’s interests. Although she could be emotional and quixotic, her consigliere William Cecil, Lord Burghley, was steadfast in protecting her from the snares, as he saw it, of the Scottish queen.


That Elizabeth never met Mary shows her awareness of her cousin’s ability to beguile. Yet despite Mary’s protestations of friendship and love, nothing could make her presence palatable. As a potential figurehead for Catholic rebellion, she represented a mortal threat to Elizabeth personally, and to the country at large. Devout Catholics, who still held to the old religion despite the Reformation, believed Mary had a stronger claim to the English throne than their queen. She was descended from her grandfather James IV and his wife Margaret Tudor, the older sister of Henry VIII, and thus in direct line of succession. By comparison, Elizabeth was a usurper. She was the only child of Henry by his second wife, Anne Boleyn, whose marriage, which took place following Henry’s divorce from Catherine of Aragon, was not recognised by the Catholic Church. Elizabeth’s position, as technically illegitimate, was therefore precarious. During the short reign of her Catholic half-sister Mary Tudor, she had been imprisoned. Her narrow escape was due in large part to her keeping a cool head and saying as little as possible that could be deemed incriminating. That traumatic incident was to shape the rest of her life, and the manner in which she treated her sister queen.


Many of the issues that perturbed the English and Scottish governments, and kept Mary in a barely endurable limbo, carry an echo or resonance for us today. Among Elizabeth’s greatest fears was invasion or war with one of Europe’s great Catholic powers, allied to a rising of Catholics at home. At the same time as keeping Mary under her watch, and trying to prevent her colluding with Philip II in Spain or the kings of France, much of Elizabeth’s diplomatic energy was spent holding at bay the potentially contagious religious conflicts in France and the Low Countries. It was no easy task to maintain good relations with potential allies such as France while keeping Spain’s vaulting territorial ambitions in check.


In Scotland, meanwhile, the youthful James VI was playing a delicate game, dancing between subservience to Elizabeth and the pro-English clique at court – in the hope that he would eventually inherit the English throne – and indulging in flashes of rebellion, as he tried to assert himself as an independent ruler, rather than the Queen’s puppet. The tension between both countries did not erupt into aggression, but there were moments when it came close. After Mary’s execution it was the Scottish people, rather than their king, who would gladly have marched against England in protest.


Enduring periods when she received no news or letters, the imprisoned Mary was aware of some but not all of what was going on in Scotland, at Westminster, and in Europe. Information reached her slowly and intermittently, which was particularly vexing where her son was concerned. A refrain of her voluminous correspondence, on which Exile draws heavily, was the request for information concerning his welfare. Among the cruellest aspects of her time in England is her separation from him, and his guardians’ deliberate policy of poisoning him against her. By the time he was old enough to reign, James and Mary were strangers. Had their bond been close, he might have been able to negotiate her release, even if not, as she would have liked, as joint ruler of Scotland. Their estrangement, however, made this impossible. To that extent, you might say that Mary’s life lay in her son’s hands, and that he can be accused of being careless with it. In the end, though, he was not as careless as she was.


The thread that runs through Mary’s prison years is her duel with Elizabeth. Each was devoured by suspicion of the other, and the consequence of so much mistrust was an atmosphere of secrecy and deception, in which treachery flourished. The antics of Elizabeth’s spymaster, Francis Walsingham, saw the English state conduct a campaign of undercover espionage unrivalled until the Cold War. With the full force of the English secret state acting against her, what chance did Mary have?


For her part, Mary revelled in the chance to contact her supporters covertly by means of coded letters, and was happy to use anyone, be it a laundry maid or a passing aristocrat, to convey her messages to the outside world. Despite being an essentially kind-hearted and frank individual, she proved herself a natural when it came to the black arts of subterfuge and dissemblance. In letters smuggled out to friends and fellow conspirators, she was direct and to the point, showing admirable pragmatism. Impulsive she could be – and even in maturity she retained some of the recklessness that had blighted her youth – but for the most part, when it came to outwitting her captors, she was clear-headed and calm.


Beneath the dramas and the diplomatic jousting that enliven these years runs a constant undercurrent of duplicity. No matter in which of the grim fortresses or grand houses she was confined, Mary spent much of her time at her desk writing, petitioning, demanding, imploring. Countless candles were burned as she wrote into the early hours, the flickering light in her chamber visible evidence of her unquenchable spirit. Some of these letters are bread and butter, repetitive in their pleas and requests, but many bring her into the room with us. On her forty-second birthday, 8 December 1584, Mary wrote to Elizabeth: ‘may god give you as many happy years as I have had of sorrow these last 20 years!’


To the last, she retained her wit, and her dignity. Is it any wonder, then, that she has intrigued every generation since? Whether revered as a Catholic martyr or reviled as a ‘monstrous dragon’, whether viewed as a woman unequal to the demands of the throne or as a ruler crushed by forces beyond her control, she remains, in any reading, a tragic figure. As well as being the subject of countless biographies, she has fired the imagination of novelists the world over, beginning with Walter Scott’s all-forgiving portrayal in The Abbot. Plays and operas have brought her back to life, as have poets and songwriters to this day. Robert Burns captures the sadness of her cruel end in his ‘Lament of Mary Queen of Scots on the Approach of Spring’.




O! soon, to me, may summer suns


Nae mair light up the morn!


Nae mair to me the autumn winds


Wave o’er the yellow corn!


And in the narrow house o’ death


Let winter round me rave;


And the next flowers that deck the spring


Bloom on my peaceful grave.





Liz Lochhead’s play Mary Queen of Scots Got Her Head Chopped Off takes its title from the heartless Scottish rhyme, chanted as children picked the heads off daisies and dandelions. Unsentimental and modern, it frames the story as a contest between the two queens: ‘Poor Elizabeth,’ says Mary, ‘tonight you dance in my dream. Tomorrow and ever after I will dance in yours.’ Even Bob Dylan is said to have written about her in ‘It’s All Over Now, Baby Blue’, supposedly a reference to the sky-blue stockings she wore on the scaffold. I can’t find her in his lyrics, but the musician Richard Thompson makes a persuasive case that this is Dylan’s homage, relocating events to Greenwich Village. If nothing else, ‘It’s All Over Now, Baby Blue’ would make a good title for the last chapter of her life.


Exile is one more stone on the ever-growing cairn, a depiction of the ominous but captivating years in which Mary shaped not just her own destiny but also that of her homeland and the British Isles. Perhaps one aspect of what makes her perennially interesting is that she remains forever beyond our reach, never entirely understood or knowable. Whatever the reason, it is safe to say that fascination with this exceptional woman, whose beguiling personality was riven with fatal flaws, will long outlive us all.






Chapter 1


‘They have robbed me of every thing I had in the world’


WORKINGTON HALL AND COCKERMOUTH CASTLE


Seagulls patrolling the Solway Firth on the afternoon of Sunday, 16 May 1568, would have spied a small fishing boat slip out of Port Mary Cove, near Dundrennan in Galloway, and begin the four-hour crossing to England. Even from a height it would have been obvious that this was no ordinary fishing trip. On deck was a group of around twenty passengers, none of them in fishermen’s garb. Among them was a tall young woman with shorn auburn hair and shabby, cast-off clothes, whom the others treated with deference. They were better dressed than she was, but despite her outward appearance, her demeanour was regal.


As the boat crossed the invisible border between Scotland and England, history was made. This was Mary, Queen of Scots’s escape from the country where she had been forced illegally to abdicate. As she watched the Galloway hills and coastline fade into the blue distance, she did not consider herself to be turning her back on her homeland. Dread of her half-brother James Stewart, Earl of Moray, whose army had recently routed hers, was the impulse behind her flight; but she fully intended to be back home within a few months, along with an army to help win back her throne. With the sea air in her face, and no sign of her enemies in pursuit, she must have allowed herself to hope that her fortunes were on the turn.


Although the passage to Cumbria was swift, speeded by the strength of the treacherous tide, it was to prove the most fateful of the many journeys Mary had undertaken in her twenty-five years. As a child of five, she had been sent from Scotland by the hazardous west-coast sea route to France for safety. Her return, in 1561, as an eighteen-year-old widow, had also been fraught, dogged by the risk of capture by the English before she could take up her throne. Yet this May-time crossing, while calm and uneventful, was the most risky of all.


It was a fact of which Mary appeared oblivious, despite the advice of her closest advisors. It was also a decision she would live to regret deeply. Towards the end of her life she admitted that those who had urged her not to leave for England ‘would not accompany me until I gave them an attestation and certificate in my handwriting that it was against their wish, and in spite of them, that I came to England’.


In her wake, she left her toddler son James, and a country in uproar, torn between support for her and for the Earl of Moray, her half-brother. As Regent, Moray had presided over Parliament when, in 1567, it passed an Act declaring Mary guilty of the murder of her husband Darnley, thus justifying his usurping of his queen. A few days before she reached England, Mary’s army had been roundly defeated by Moray’s at the Battle of Langside, near Glasgow, since when she had been fleeing in fear of her life.


Moray, who was leader of the Confederate Lords, the Protestant clique who had imprisoned the queen in Lochleven Castle and forced her into abdicating, had been appointed Regent in her place. Mary’s terror of him was such that she had travelled by night and rested by day while making for Dundrennan Abbey in Galloway, from where she planned to escape to England. There she expected to be helped to regain her throne by her cousin Elizabeth I, who had been one of the few to offer support during her incarceration in Lochleven.


The fishing boat drew closer to the English coast, and Mary must surely have reflected on her final minutes in Scotland. As her horse plunged into the creek at Port Mary Cove, where the fishing boat had been anchored, Archbishop Hamilton had grabbed the bridle and begged her to reconsider. ‘Do not trust your person in England,’ he counselled. She ignored his pleas and instead placed her faith in a woman who had every reason to mistrust her, and whose own advisors saw Mary as England’s greatest threat.


The queen, who was intent on avoiding capture, had already proved herself to be a most redoubtable and unfathomable individual. Headlong flight did not suit her, being more the behaviour of desperation, and possible defeat. As previous events had shown, she was no coward. Whatever else could be said of Mary, she had experienced misfortune and calamity, not always of her own making. Two of her husbands had suffered dreadful deaths. The youthful Francis, King of France, had died in agony from what is thought to have been an abscess behind his ear, while Henry Stuart, Lord Darnley, had been murdered in one of the most sensational Scottish crimes. At the time of Mary’s escape, her third husband, James Hepburn, Lord Bothwell, widely suspected to be the author of Darnley’s death, was being held hostage by the King of Denmark and Norway, to be used as a political pawn. Instead of mustering an army to rescue her from Lochleven Castle, as he had planned, he had been forced to flee, making an electrifyingly narrow escape from Moray’s forces as he sailed from Scotland for Norway. As Mary headed unwittingly towards captivity, he was already behind bars in Denmark. Like his wife, he would die, in 1578, without ever regaining his liberty. Unlike Mary, he seems also to have lost his sanity.


Around seven in the evening, the fishing boat reached the English coast, and Mary likely disembarked at the village of Siddick, on the mouth of the River Derwent, not far from the town of Workington. Among the small party who accompanied her were the lords John Fleming, Alexander Livingston, John Maxwell Herries and Claud Hamilton, who were doubtless trepidatious about what lay ahead. Not so their queen. On disembarking, Mary stumbled. A bad omen, you might say, but she and her followers decided to interpret it as a sign that she would take possession of England. News had yet to reach the English court of her arrival, but the Scottish party’s hopes spelled anxiety for the English crown.


Two centuries later, William Wordsworth imagined the scene in his poem ‘Mary Queen of Scots – Landing at the Mouth of the Derwent, Workington’, in which he paints a romantic picture of Mary’s arrival – ‘Her landing hailed, how touchingly she bowed!’ – but concludes in a melancholy tone,




but Time, the old Saturnian seer,


Sighed on the wing as her foot pressed the strand,


With step prelusive to a long array


Of woes and degradations hand in hand –


Weeping captivity, and shuddering fear


Stilled by the ensanguined block of Fotheringay!





In the excitement of reaching her destination, Mary probably never cast a glance backwards over the firth. She had no reason to suspect that this was the last time she would be within touching distance of home. But in the weeks, months and years that lay ahead, she was to be held in a succession of castles and stately homes that were increasingly far from the border, making rescue or escape harder.


Although she was now in a foreign land, Mary anticipated returning home triumphantly in the middle of August, having raised an English or French army. She held the moral high ground, her abdication under duress being illegal. This fact alone had brought around many of her citizens and courtiers who had previously been outraged at her marriage to Bothwell – not only was he tainted by his role in Darnley’s demise, but many believed Mary had been his lover before Darnley’s killing and had been privy to the murder plot.


During Mary’s eleven months of captivity at Lochleven Castle, where she suffered a miscarriage of twins and was at times harshly treated, the public mood towards her had subtly shifted. The underhand behaviour of Moray and his supporters caused great unease, and gradually opinion was turning back in her favour. This was a good reason not to leave the country but to stay, gather support, and make another bid to oust her usurper. At the very least, she should have sailed for France rather than England, where she had a private income and, as dowager queen, could hope to rally help. Yet Mary seemed hell-bent on placing her future in Elizabeth’s hands. The pair had never met, and never would. Despite the formal flowery effusions of their correspondence in recent years, there was no genuine affection between them. This was not only a matter of different temperaments: Mary warm, impulsive, charismatic and intelligent; Elizabeth intellectual, cool and, while she too could be playful and spontaneous, by nature far more cautious and stately.


In Mary, she recognised a sovereign queen who had been wronged, and with whom she sympathised. Forcible abdication was not an act she could condone. She also recognised a woman whose claim to the English throne was both legitimate and strong. Elizabeth’s own position, as the Protestant daughter of Anne Boleyn and Henry VIII, and declared illegitimate as an infant by Parliament in 1536, left her vulnerable should there be an uprising of Catholics. Few better understood the vagaries of political life, and the fine line between power and, quite literally, political death.


If Mary did not recognise that her claim to the English throne might make her a focal point for a Catholic rebellion if she entered the country, and that she therefore would be seen as a deadly rival, then she was naive and foolish. Since she was neither, her determination to cross the border and seek refuge there is – like so many of her actions – difficult to comprehend. Mary’s biographer Antonia Fraser writes perceptively of her decision to enter England: ‘it was a brave one, a romantic one even, but under the circumstances it was certainly not a wise one’. When Mary was in France as a young woman, she had been declared not merely the heir to the English throne, but its rightful incumbent. There were many in England who thought that she, rather than Elizabeth, should be their queen.


Once they were all ashore, Mary and her entourage were conveyed from Siddick to Workington, where rumours spread of the Scottish queen’s arrival. As they rested after their journey, Lord Herries, one of her most devoted and sensible allies, sent a message to Henry Curwen, of Workington Hall, saying he had arrived with an heiress, whom he thought to marry off to Curwen’s son. The Curwens were an old family, whose service to the crown – including a decisive role in defeating William Wallace during the wars of Scottish Independence – had won them royal favour. The family motto suggests they knew their worth: Si je n’estoy: ‘If I had not been there.’ Even though Henry Curwen was away, the party was immediately invited to stay. Mary’s identity was easily guessed, not least by one of his French servants, who recognised her from a previous encounter ‘in better days’.


In 1568, as today, there was nothing particularly remarkable about where the boat landed, nor the town where Mary stayed for the first night of her almost nineteen-year captivity. At first glance, the area around Workington is almost a mirror image of Dumfries and Galloway: tussocky fields grazed by dairy cattle, beneath an expanse of cloud-washed sky. By appearance alone, Mary could not have imagined the political and cultural gulf that lay between the two countries, and the depth of enmity she would soon encounter.


In Roman times there had been a robust coastal defence system along the Solway, to counter attack from north and west. By 1568, however, Workington was beginning to show the first signs of the industrial town it was to become. Two years earlier, Elizabeth had encouraged mining for metal ores in the area around Keswick, twenty miles to the south-east. Since iron ore was badly needed to boost England’s military arsenal, Workington soon developed as a port handling timber for iron-smelting. By the nineteenth century, it had become a thriving industrial town, based on coal, steel and high-quality iron ore. Today, despite the herds of cattle, there is a tired, post-industrial feel in places along this coastline. Less than twenty miles south is Sellafield, site of the former nuclear power station known as Windscale. No longer operational, it is in the process of being decommissioned. Nevertheless, its reputation as the most hazardous nuclear site in western Europe casts a pall over the region.


From the north, reaching Siddick involves driving through a series of villages so close they almost run into each other. Towards Siddick a field of wind turbines stretches into the distance. Some stand sentry over the traffic, and passing beneath them feels like being at the feet of giants. Because of the railway line that hugs the coast, the Solway Firth is only fleetingly visible from the road. To get a better view, I pulled onto the verge at Siddick and climbed a fence by the railway embankment. Beyond, pale blue water stretched mistily, revealing another line of wind turbines where sky met sea. Even this close, Scotland was not visible.


Two miles away is Workington, with its large industrial port a short distance from the town. A typically northern town, with streets of compact nineteenth- and twentieth-century terraced houses, Workington’s town centre features high-rise parking lots and four shopping malls, designed on the principle of a hot cross bun. Where the malls intersect is a circular canopy, like a space ship or outsized dentist’s lamp, from which music pumps out. A plaque informs readers that the Hub is ‘the world’s first permanent outdoor 3D soundfield performance and promotional space’.


On a warm Sunday morning in September, business in the malls was steady. One shop advertised ‘Buy Three Get Three Free’, but there was no stampede. When I asked directions in a café for Workington Hall, the staff showed me on Google Maps, but within a couple of minutes I had lost my bearings. I approached a young woman, who took out her earbuds. The name Workington Hall left her blank. ‘Do you mean Curwen Castle?’, and she pointed up the steep street.


If the shopping centre of Workington is dominated by uninspiring late twentieth-century architecture, its crown is a warren of characterful Georgian townhouses arranged around narrow, winding streets and a cobbled square garlanded with hanging baskets. Many properties are brightly painted and spruced up; a few are in need of a facelift. In a backstreet, a group of woebegone men, possibly homeless, were lounging, enjoying the sunshine and troubling no one, although passers-by noted them and hurried on.


Beyond the Georgian district, at the very top of the town, lies a park of mature trees. In its heart stands Workington Hall, aka Curwen Castle or Curwen Hall. A cavernous ruin, its grilled gateway and walls are plastered in signs: ‘Danger! Keep Out!’ ‘Warning: anti climb paint’. ‘There is no lead on this roof. non-lead flashing has been used throughout.’ A substantial rectangular structure, it gives off a military air, although today it is clearly embattled by vandals and thieves rather than marauders. Despite the decay, you can still imagine the gates opening and horsemen pouring out, armed with swords or guns.


In the mid fourteenth century, Gilbert de Culwen (Curwen) III built a peel tower here, but the present building, constructed on the site of the original tower, dates to around 1404, when a heavily fortified house with a gatehouse was built around a courtyard. For easy defence, it stands on a steep hill, which falls away into woodland towards the rear. Peering through the windows revealed a rich undergrowth of weeds, saplings and mounds of fallen masonry blanketed in moss. With its massive walls and graceful arched windows and entrance, its dereliction does not detract from its authority, and its presence suggests a slumbering guardian keeping watch over the town.


When Mary visited, she was given a room in the west wing of the Hall. Thereafter the Curwens named it Queen Mary’s Room, although its royal guest spent just one night there. During her visit, she wrote her second letter to Elizabeth since fleeing the Battle of Langside, asking for protection and for an urgent meeting. ‘I entreat you to send to fetch me as soon as you possibly can,’ she wrote, ‘for I am in a pitiable condition, not only for a queen but for a gentlewoman, for I have nothing in the world but what I had on my person when I made my escape, travelling sixty miles across the country the first day, and not having since ever ventured to proceed except by night, as I hope to declare before you if it pleases you to have pity, as I trust you will, upon my extreme misfortune.’


Going on to describe the behaviour of the Confederate Lords, whom she accused of Darnley’s murder, she continued: ‘They have robbed me of every thing I had in the world, not permitting me either to write or speak, in order that I might not contradict their false inventions.’ Her previous letter, written from Dundrennan Abbey, where she had spent her last night in Scotland, had explained her predicament: ‘I am now forced out of my kingdom, and driven to such straits that, next to God, I have no hope but in your goodness.’ In this latest missive, she expressed her confidence in Elizabeth, ‘not only for the safety of my life, but also to aid and assist me in my just quarrel’.


Signing off ‘your most faithful and affectionate good sister, and cousin, and escaped prisoner’, she despatched her servant John Beaton to London with this letter, in which she enclosed the heart-shaped diamond Elizabeth had once sent her as ‘a pledge of amity and good will’. The meaning of the diamond was clear: she was calling on Elizabeth to honour her pledge. Meanwhile, reluctantly obeying the queen’s wishes, Lord Herries had written from Dundrennan to Richard Lowther, the deputy governor of Carlisle, seeking permission for Mary to enter the country. She sailed before receiving either permission or invitation.


As a thank you for the Curwens’ hospitality, Mary gave them a tiny agate communion cup – two inches by two inches – which may have been the one she used when travelling. Given her recent travails, the uncertainty of what lay ahead and how reliant Mary had become on her devotions, it was a generous gift. Since then the cup has been known as the ‘Luck of Workington’, and is now on display in the museum across the road from Workington Hall. It is often said that while it brought the town good fortune, Mary left her luck behind when she handed it over.


How significant is a one-night stay in a life that would span forty-four years? In this case, it matters. Workington Hall represents one of the many imponderable and poignant what-ifs in Mary’s career. That night, she was treated as an honoured guest, not a national threat. As she lay awake, unable to sleep because her fear of Moray catching her had not abated, she could nonetheless allow herself to hope that she had outwitted her enemies. Although the net would soon be drawn around her, these were among her final hours of freedom. Had she listened to reason it would still have been possible to recross the Solway Firth, or sail for France, where she had family and friends. There is a sense of a fast-emptying hourglass in Mary’s first days in England, when Elizabeth did not reply to her letters, and captivity drew closer. Escape and a change of plan were still possible. But as the sand trickled through the hourglass, Mary’s options narrowed.


The next day, Mary left Workington for the town of Cockermouth, six miles away, where she was to be met by Lowther. There, she spent the night at Cockermouth Castle as a guest of the merchant tailor Master Henry Fletcher, who earns a footnote in history for his kindness to the queen. Seeing how poorly she was dressed, with no clothes except what she wore, he is said to have given her thirteen yards of crimson velvet for a gown, and had a dress made up for her, albeit on credit.


Cockermouth, which retains its medieval layout, was a textile centre by the early Middle Ages. It is the gateway to the Lake District, an elegant Georgian town whose rivers – the Derwent and the Cocker – have been both a commercial blessing and a curse. In recent years, the town has suffered devastating flooding, as indicated by plaques on buildings indicating how high the waters rose in 2009 – 2.5 metres. Photos show cars bobbing in the street and the RNLI rescuing townsfolk from their half-submerged homes.


Cockermouth Castle, like Workington Hall, sits at the top of the town, far from risk of flood waters. It is screened by a lush canopy of trees, and only a glimpse of turrets is visible from the pedestrian bridge crossing the Derwent that leads to the town centre. The castle stands apart beyond a quaint, narrow street of townhouses, called Castlegate. This leads away from the airy boulevard of the main street, where upmarket shops and cafés offer an appealing flavour of the Lake District: Kendal Mint Cake, hiking and cycling gear, hearty pub fare. The castle, sadly, is a private dwelling, and only occasionally open to the public. Its attractive wrought-iron gates allow a glimpse of medieval masonry at its entrance, and of manicured lawns and well-tended flowerbeds. Too much peering is discouraged by willow fencing atop the iron fences. On the gatepost is an entry panel, with a buzzer for a housekeeper.


The high, mossy wall continues several hundred metres up the street, inset with a couple of doors, but the castle essentially lies hidden from view. Aerial photos are more helpful, showing a roughly triangular medieval layout, arranged around a large courtyard. The first castle on this site was built by the Normans in about 1130, but the present ruin is what remains of the castle that replaced this, constructed between 1370 and the early fifteenth century. A noticeboard behind the gateway explains that new building work took place in the Outer Bailey in the 1800s, creating a residence, with stable and offices, which, one assumes, is where the present-day owners live. Perhaps understandably, given the number of tourists that flock to the Lake District, there is a strong sense of privacy being carefully guarded.


Master Fletcher’s generosity and concern meant Mary’s stay at the castle would have been comfortable, a balm to her frayed nerves after the anxiety of recent days. Even so, she spent the night seated rather than in bed, still fearing Moray’s arrival. By the time morning arrived, and with it her departure for Carlisle, she must have been exhausted. Lowther, who was to escort Mary to Carlisle, was accompanied by 400 soldiers, a menacing presence that ought to have put Mary on her guard. He too was struck by her sorry state – ‘her attire was very mean’ – and as well as asking that her expenses at the castle be defrayed, provided her with horses to take her and her party to Carlisle. Unsurprisingly, then, despite the small army surrounding her, Mary viewed her move to Carlisle as more like a royal progress than the taking of a prisoner.


She would not have felt so complacent had she known that not only had Lowther immediately written to Queen Elizabeth to inform her of Mary’s arrival – promising to make sure she could not escape until he was informed of Elizabeth’s wishes – but had also alerted the county ‘by beacon’. This was telling, since beacons, or bonfires, were used to warn of impending invasion or other dire emergencies. Such was the light in which her arrival, and what it signified for the country, was viewed. Until he heard from Elizabeth, however, Lowther remained uncertain as to how he should treat the royal visitor. Playing safe, he welcomed her as a distinguished guest while discreetly maintaining a guard that made escape impossible.






Chapter 2


‘This detention which I think rather harsh and strange’


CARLISLE CASTLE


The sight of Carlisle Castle should have alerted Mary to the reality of her situation. Such was her confidence that she had made the right decision in coming to England, however, it was several days before she recognised that she was a captive. On 18 May 1568, as she and her party approached the castle’s menacing walls, the signal it gave was very different from the two grand residences where she had just been a guest. Although Workington Hall and Cockermouth Castle were fortified, they were more akin to dolls’ houses than military outposts when compared to the defensive strength of Carlisle Castle.


Lowther and his army would have cleared a path through the streets of this medieval market town as they made their way towards the castle drawbridge. The sight of the beautiful, tall woman on horseback, who had the unmistakeable grandeur of high estate, would have set gossips alight. Who else could this be other than the bloodied but unbowed Queen of Scotland? Sadly, what Mary made of Carlisle we will never know. It was nothing like Edinburgh, but given her dislike of the Scottish capital, this might have commended it to her.


Only ten miles from the border, Carlisle was enclosed by unbroken walls, within which the populace and those in the region could take shelter in times of trouble, and from which it could be robustly defended. A map from around 1560 shows the castle dominating the city, looking down on it from its elevated position above the river Eden. It stood at the top of a wide central thoroughfare, off which ran narrower streets and passages and neatly laid out rows of shops, houses, gardens and orchards. A handful of gateways, or ports, which could be guarded, allowed entry through the walls. In terms of layout, if Carlisle Cathedral represented the city’s heart, the castle was its head.


Today, as in Mary’s time, despite being built in pinkish-red sandstone, the castle has a brooding, menacing presence – ‘a dour and pugnacious look’, says the official guidebook. Low-lying, apart from its imposing medieval keep, it gives the impression of a crouching beast ready to spring. This is fitting, given the role it has played down the centuries, in perilous proximity to a warring and covetous neighbour. By the sixteenth century, when Mary arrived, the castle was the headquarters of the march wardens, high-ranking officials charged with the unenviable task of keeping marauding Scottish reivers, and their equally violent English counterparts, in check. Mary’s third husband, Bothwell, was Lieutenant of the Scottish Marches, and in one encounter with the notorious Elliot clan in Liddesdale, not far from Carlisle, was so gravely wounded it was initially thought he would die. Earlier in the century, the appointment of the Frenchman Anthony Darcy as Warden of all the Scottish Marches so incensed the Hume family that they ambushed and beheaded him, carrying his head home as a trophy. Such was the violent mayhem in the borderlands throughout the century that events that elsewhere might have precipitated international crises were considered business as usual and hastily dealt with.


For hundreds of years, Carlisle Castle was the principal English stronghold along a border strung with castles, roughly following the line of Hadrian’s Wall. This massive, intimidating structure, stretching from the Solway Firth in the west to Newcastle in the east, was designed to protect the country from attack from the north. A large Roman fort once lay on the site of the present-day castle, and supplying its soldiers was in part the reason for Carlisle’s early growth and prosperity.


Much of Carlisle Castle, which was begun in the twelfth century, was constructed with stone from the ruinous Roman wall, thereby knitting one era’s defences into another. A third-century Roman altar, dedicated to the gods by a soldier from the Danube frontier, once served as a door lintel in the warden’s apartments. It is now displayed beside the door, reinforcing the memory of military occupation and shared trepidation of trouble from the north.


The first castle, on or close to this site, was the work of the English king William Rufus, and was probably built of wood, within a stockade on an earth mound. In 1122, as the threat from Scotland intensified, William Rufus’s brother Henry I initiated the building of a stone castle with towers, as well as stone defences for the town. Within a few years, the castle had fallen into the hands of King David I of Scotland, who died here in 1153. When finally the Scots left Carlisle, in 1157, Henry had the fortress further strengthened.


In the years that followed, the castle endured attack and siege, playing a pivotal role in the country’s defence against Scotland, particularly during the wars of Scottish Independence. The tower that Mary, Queen of Scots was later to occupy was built by Edward I, whose wife Margaret lived in the palace within the castle’s inner ward (where the luxury of a bath was provided). If the castle’s raison d’être was to subdue Scotland, now, with Mary’s appearance, a dangerous northerner was in their midst. Although she did not yet recognise her predicament, her presence represented trouble to a degree England had rarely if ever experienced.


The crenellated outer gateway, through which Mary’s party would have entered, is severe, like almost everything about this place. The modern visitor might find it atmospheric, fascinating, perhaps even charming, in a minatory sort of way. But for those in bygone times who were not required to buy a ticket, crossing the drawbridge over the deep, murky moat and passing beneath the portcullis, with its wicked teeth, must have sent a shiver up their spines.


On the summer’s morning when I visited – Bastille Day, as it happens – I arrived by way of Liddesdale. This was the lawless district in which Bothwell had been savagely attacked by the Elliots, and where Mary had fallen off her horse on her return to Jedburgh from Hermitage Castle, where her lieutenant and future husband lay recovering in bed. The consequences of that fall had nearly proved fatal, and it is tempting to wonder if, in light of what she was later to endure, she did not sometimes wish it had all ended there, in the peace and comfort of her home country.


On the narrow, winding roads through Liddesdale, torrential rain that put the windscreen wipers into a frenzy was followed by sunshine. As I passed Hermitage Castle, a smoky mist covered the hills, which were grazed by sheep that looked more like goats. There is a sense of isolation about Liddesdale, with its rugged, bleak, beautiful terrain. Leaving such sparsely populated countryside behind and crossing the border involves a change of gear, both geographical and mental.


The city of Carlisle is a workaday, bustling place, much of its centre built in red brick that has darkened with age. While it does not exude the metropolitan pizzazz and brass neck of its sister city Newcastle, for many borderers Carlisle is their preferred city for partying. Beneath its sombre exterior lies – I am told – a sense of fun and joie de vivre. Neither term is applicable to the castle. Set high on a mound, its front walls are skirted by a busy dual carriageway. What is visible of the castle and its precincts from the pavement outside is squat and sturdy, with a very no-nonsense demeanour. Although there is no longer a moat, given the steepness of the ditches beneath, it is easy to imagine how effective this ring of water would have been. Added to the ditches were a drawbridge and portcullis, making the castle almost impregnable.


In the outer gatehouse, through which you enter the castle, the ticket office occupies a small, dark chamber that was once probably used by an officer serving those in the apartments overhead. As I stood in the queue, in the gift shop an American tourist was trying to dissuade his daughter from buying a very realistic, lethal-looking sword. He did not look relieved when the man behind the till assured him it would be possible to take it home if packed in the hold of the plane.


The upper floor of the gatehouse holds the warden’s apartments, which have been reconstructed as they might have looked in the sixteenth century: firedogs, logs and tongs by the capacious kitchen hearth, a four-poster bed in the warden’s bedroom, and a mezzanine chamber, possibly for servants, with a wall of wooden shutters that look down into the main hall with its long dining table and stately chairs. This might have been the domain of the famous Thomas Dacre, Warden-general of the English Marches. It was Dacre who found the Scottish king’s body on the battlefield at Flodden where he and thousands of Scotland’s nobility died in 1513. The rancour between England and Scotland long predates this dreadful event, but by the late sixteenth century tensions along the border were as bad as they had ever been. When Mary was in residence, the Warden of the Western March and Governor of Carlisle was Henry, Lord Scrope, whose wife was to play an important part in her unfolding drama. Comfortable though these rooms are, the guidebook’s author suggests they were not grand enough for a warden, and might instead have been used by the sheriff.


Beyond the gatehouse lies an expanse of parade ground, ringed by nineteenth- and twentieth-century barracks, each block named after a famous battle: Ypres, Arnhem, Alma, Gallipoli and Arroyo. The significance of the castle in the story of Mary, Queen of Scots may have been fleeting, but the castle’s military story has continued into recent times. It served not only as a stronghold in the fight against the Scots but also as a bulwark against civil unrest in the nineteenth century, and as the training and departure point for many soldiers in the First World War. An anti-aircraft gun was positioned on the roof of the keep during the Second World War. The castle is still in use today as a centre for the Army Reserve and the Cumbria Army Cadet Force, and houses Cumbria’s Museum of Military Life.


Because of the castle’s constantly evolving purpose, its layout and architecture have been repeatedly altered and added to as circumstances have dictated. Even so, those hoping to catch a glimpse of the castle as Mary knew it will not be disappointed. Across the parade ground stands the inner gatehouse, beneath which is an elegant half-moon battery, which, in Mary’s day, was built high enough for guns to be fired across the outer walls. It was lowered in the 1830s, but descending into its gloomy, verdigrised depths gives a flavour of what its sixteenth-century gunners would have faced.


Passing through the inner gatehouse brings you to what feels like a miniature walled town or a stage set. Described by the guidebook as the castle’s ‘nerve centre’, and encircled by high red sandstone walls and walkway, it contains a collection of well-kept buildings in a cobbled yard. A relatively modern powder magazine and militia store occupy the site of the former medieval royal palace, alongside the shell of the Great Chamber.


Casting a long shadow over them all is the keep, with its sheer walls, narrow windows, outside staircase and vertiginously high roof. It was once even higher, but was lowered and reinforced in the sixteenth century to bear the weight of artillery. At various points along the wall-top walkway stand glossy black cannons, giving some idea of why additional structural support was needed. Today these guns are decorative, but in an earlier age they were the equivalent of weapons of mass destruction.


Looming over the courtyard, the keep draws the eye and captures the spirit and meaning of Carlisle Castle, both of which could be grisly. Also known as the Great Tower, the keep has fulfilled many functions in its 900-year lifetime. It was constructed on the principle of the French-style donjons – practical but intended to parade the owner’s power and status – and has been knocked about constantly since its early days.


Seeing me staring upwards as I took in its scale, a guide at a loose end offered to show me what he considered one of the Great Tower’s most notable features. We entered, and he took me past a barrel-vaulted cellar used to store food and provisions into a second, similarly vaulted room. Using his mobile phone to light the way, he led me through this room and down a ramp into another chamber beyond. At its far wall he swept his torch over the stonework. By the light of the pale beam it was possible to see that the stones had been eroded into strange scoop-shaped patterns, as if subjected to centuries of scouring sea and wind.


These, he explained, were the licking stones. Prisoners thrown into this cellar, with nothing to drink, resorted to licking the walls for the moisture that ran down them. The thought of those parched tongues, and how desperately they searched for water, was horrible. As many as ninety prisoners could be packed in here, the guide said, for as long as three months. Given the dimensions of the room, it is doubtful that even half of them would have survived. It might have been my imagination, but there was a dank feeling to the room, as if the walls were running still with damp. It was a relief to leave and head upstairs into the light.


Holding prisoners in this miserable ground-floor chamber was relatively rare. Most were kept on the second floor, where a series of striking carvings in the stonework are thought possibly to be their work. Some of these carvings – of knights in battle, animals, and one of a naked woman surrounded by spears – have been dated to around 1480, on the basis of the armour depicted. A few are elementary, but others are so good they might be the work of a stonemason. The guidebook questions whether prisoners would have had access to the lobby where the wall is covered in carvings, suggesting instead that they were the pastime of bored guards or a resident priest. On the same floor as the carvings is the room where David I is thought to have died. With floors connected by narrow spiral staircases, the keep is a warren of rooms with fireplaces, deeply recessed windows and out-of-sight latrines. It is a castle unto itself. Was Mary aware of its close – and ferocious – links with her homeland? Was she ever shown the carvings, or the vault where the unluckiest prisoners were confined?


As deputy governor, Lowther would have taken Mary directly to her quarters, in what was then called the New Tower or the Warden’s Tower. (Thereafter it was renamed Queen Mary’s Tower.) It stood in the south-east corner of the inner ward, with a view on one side towards the city, and on the other across the river Eden and northwards to Scotland. Unfortunately, after falling into disrepair it was demolished in 1835, and all that remains is the octagonal stair turret – part of the royal palace – that led from the Great Chamber to her rooms.


The walkway on this part of the walls offers views over the dual carriageway to the BBC Cumbria offices, the cathedral, and the redbrick town. One can also stare down on the unfilled gap where Mary once lived. Fortunately, J. M. W. Turner and others immortalised it in paint before it was destroyed. Turner’s delicate wash drawing shows a low tower protruding from the walls, enclosing a spiral staircase. Two windows in the upper floor are thought to be the room where Mary stayed. The ground falls away steeply beneath its walls, although had she been so minded, Mary might nevertheless have eluded Lowther and his meticulous watch.


That haunting thought follows you around the castle. Little more than a week after arriving, Mary was writing of ‘this detention which . . . I think rather harsh and strange’. Two days later, when corresponding with Lord Fleming, whom she had despatched to London, she said that she was being well treated, ‘but nevertheless as a prisoner’. Now that she understood her predicament, why did she make no attempt to escape? On horseback, it was less than an hour’s gallop over the border to relative safety, from where she could have sailed for France. As the weeks of her captivity in Carlisle ticked by, there is a tantalising awareness that at no point in her life hereafter would she be so close to home and rescue. Yet while Mary took no steps to free herself, awareness of her proximity to Scotland was foremost in the minds of her captors.






Chapter 3


‘I have made great wars in Scotland, and I pray God I make no troubles in other realms also’


BEHIND BARS


News of Mary’s arrival in England reached Westminster on 20 May, two days after she reached Carlisle. What was the expression on Queen Elizabeth’s face, on learning that her rival for the crown was expecting her help? Perhaps more importantly, how did Elizabeth’s chief counsellor, William Cecil, react? Images of a cat with a long-hunted mouse come to mind. He might not have purred, but to have the person he viewed as the biggest challenge to his queen enter his lair of her own volition must have ranked as one of the most triumphant days of his career.


At a hastily convened meeting of the Privy Council, Elizabeth and Cecil disagreed about how best to proceed. Cecil wanted Mary immediately returned to Scotland, where Moray would deal with her. Elizabeth, recognising this would be a death sentence, wished to find a way to restore her to her throne and to settle the matter of her alleged complicity in her husband’s murder. In the end, they compromised by deciding to treat her as a guest until these issues could be resolved.


Accordingly, Elizabeth sent two envoys to pass on her condolences about what had happened to Mary in Scotland. One was Francis Knollys, her vice-chamberlain, who was to be Mary’s first ‘keeper’, and the other was Lord Scrope. Although Mary had her own people around her, Lady Scrope was appointed as her attendant. Her brother was the Duke of Norfolk, who would one day die because of his association with Mary and his ill-judged hope of marrying her. His sister may have introduced him to the queen.


Mary had crossed into England with around twenty attendants. On arriving in Carlisle, Knollys noted that she had six ladies in waiting, although he later referred only to three or four, and these ‘not of the finest sort’. By some accounts, no more than three or four of her party were allowed to stay with her in the castle, the rest being boarded in the town.


In the following weeks, her household grew to thirty or forty as her old staff and supporters joined her from north of the border. As well as her courtiers already mentioned – including Fleming’s and Livingston’s wives – there was her loyal supporter, sixteen-year-old Willie Douglas, who had helped her flee her captors at Lochleven Castle, and George Douglas, who had also aided her escape, and was in love with her. There was her servant Bastian Pages and his wife, whose wedding she had attended the night of Darnley’s murder, John Leslie, Bishop of Ross, and John Beaton, Master of the Household. There was also the closest and most devoted of her companions, Mary Seton, who would remain at her side for the following fifteen years, until ill health forced her to retire to a convent in France. On arrival, Seton distinguished herself by her skill in dressing her mistress’s hair, using hairpieces (called periwigs or perukes) while Mary’s hair, which had been shaved off during her flight to Dundrennan, regrew. Unfortunately, the queen’s hair never regained its former glory, and such artifices were necessary for the rest of her life. Alongside these very close attendants was added a posse of workaday domestic staff who cooked and skivvied for her.


Like almost all those who came into contact with Mary Stuart, regardless of their allegiance, Knollys and Scrope were immediately taken with her. In a joint report to Elizabeth, they did not try to hide the favourable impression she had made, saying that she possessed ‘an eloquent tongue, and a discreet head, and it seemeth by her doings she hath stout courage and a liberal heart adjoined thereunto’. Knollys’s assessment of her continued in a letter to Elizabeth’s consigliere Cecil: ‘And yet this lady and princess is a notable woman . . . She showeth a disposition to speak much, to be bold, to be pleasant and to be very familiar. She showeth a great desire to be avenged of her enemies . . . The thing she most thirsteth after is victory . . . whether a princess and lady to be nourished in one’s bosom, or whether it be good to halt and dissemble with such a lady, I refer to your judgement.’


That even an evangelical Puritan such as Knollys was charmed by the Scottish queen gives a sense of her charisma. Indeed, during the months Knollys was charged with her custody, he seems to have grown fond of her, and possibly enamoured. In his mid fifties, with a large family, he was married to Catherine Grey, who was related to Elizabeth, with whom she was a very close friend. A portrait shows a man with currants for eyes and a bushy grey moustache and beard, neatly trimmed, as befitted a courtier of his standing.


Despite his evident regard for the Scottish queen, Knollys was frustrated by Elizabeth refusing to make clear whether Mary was a prisoner or to be treated as a guest. The Queen of England was vacillating, as if she dreaded confirming her fears about her cousin, preferring instead to allow her to languish in limbo, along with all those charged with her care. Uncomfortable at keeping another queen against her will, she swithered, playing for time. At this point it seems she intended eventually to restore Mary to Scotland. Just not yet.


Although he awaited guidance, Knollys evidently guessed how things stood, hence his anxiety over the risk of Mary’s slipping out of his grasp. In a letter to Cecil, written after he had left the castle, he described the shifts of guards keeping watch on her day and night, and their overseers. He also gave a detailed account of her accommodation and its potential weak points. After mentioning two postern doors that might have allowed her to flee, and the ways in which this eventuality had been prevented, he continued: ‘This queen’s chamber at Carlisle had a window looking out towards Scotland.’ If its bars were to be sawn off, he said, ‘she might have been let down, and then she had plain grounds before her to pass into Scotland . . . there was another window of her chamber for passing into an orchard within the town wall, and so to have slipped over the town wall, that was very dangerous’.


Dozens of armed soldiers were stationed in the outer rooms in Mary’s tower, and Lord Scrope occupied the chamber next to hers. Whenever she went outside, as when attending services at Carlisle Cathedral, or for a walk or a ride, a large guard of soldiers accompanied her. Despite Knollys’s insistence on tight security, she was allowed astonishing leeway. Knollys described the scene where Mary, guarded by twenty-four halberdiers, watched the male members of her retinue play football ‘the space of two hours, very strongly, nimbly and skilfully, without any foul play offered, the smallness of their ball occasioning their fair play’. Momentarily diverted, the nature of the game seems to have interested him more than the possibility of Mary taking to the hills. He was not so relaxed when Mary went ‘a hunting the hare’. You can feel Knollys’s alarm as he writes of her ‘galloping so fast upon every occasion, and her whole retinue being so well horsed’ that he became acutely aware that ‘some of her friends out of Scotland might invade and assault us upon the sudden, for to rescue and take her from us’.


Mary might have represented a threat to the country, but she was also seen as a prize. Lowther had claimed her as his, since she had arrived in the district without a passport, but he was challenged for the right to hold her by the Earl of Northumberland. As Lord Warden of the Marches, the earl arrived in Carlisle demanding she be handed over to him. An unseemly spat erupted between the two men, who were like foxes competing over roadkill. Northumberland, a staunch Catholic, was so incensed that a man of Lowther’s inferior status should defy him, let alone stake his claim to the queen, that he called him a ‘varlet’. This was a grave insult, but Lowther won the confrontation, with the help of his soldiers. Seeking to justify himself, he wrote to Cecil complaining that very few of the gentlemen and sheriffs of Cumberland and Westmorland had responded to the beacons alerting them to the Queen of Scotland’s arrival. Fear of Mary’s presence igniting a civil war within England was uppermost in Elizabeth’s mind in these unsettling weeks. Since placing Mary in the care of a Catholic in a part of the country where the old faith still held sway would not have been wise, she gave her backing to Lowther, who retained his trophy.


In their first meeting with Mary, Knollys and Scrope tried to soothe her tearful bewilderment over why Elizabeth had not yet sent for her. The Queen sympathised with her, they said, and was keen to meet, but could not do so until Mary’s name had been cleared of involvement in Darnley’s murder. Their attempts to placate her were not helped by the cast-off dresses Elizabeth had sent with them as presents. These garments were so low-grade that even they recognised the insult. In the words of Mary’s biographer Jane Dunn, ‘Elizabeth’s gift of her inferior gowns was more a reminder of their relative power than solely an expression of lack of sisterly generosity.’


Such a shabby gesture sent a message Mary could not fail to understand. Poorly dressed, she would command less respect and begin to feel her condition as a humble fugitive. It was also a reminder – or a portent – that even her royal status could not protect her from the indignities of a captive whose fortunes lay in another’s hands. Mary, however, was not to be so easily tamed. When she refused to wear any clothes but her own, Knollys had to send to Scotland for her wardrobe. Few pickings were left in Holyrood, as seen by the pathetic delivery sent by Moray, to Mary’s disgust. She complained to Knollys that the three coffers he had despatched contained only one gown, of taffeta, and the rest ‘is but cloaks and coverings for saddles and sleeves, and partlettes [a sleeveless top worn over throat and shoulders] and qweyffes [coifs, or caps], and such like trinkets’. He had again to write to Moray, requesting that the queen’s belongings at Lochleven Castle be forwarded. This duly happened, her clothing filling five carts and so many panniers it required four horses to carry them. This was only the start. Once Mary was in receipt of her income from France as dowager queen, her outfits and accessories multiplied. Soon, there was no question of her looking like anything other than one of the best-dressed and best-looking of European royalty.
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