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  Introduction




  ON THURSDAY 4 SEPTEMBER 1561, a small, sturdy man in black marched determinedly into the Palace of Holyroodhouse at the

  foot of Edinburgh’s Canongate. He was in his late forties, with thick dark hair, a ruddy complexion and a shortish beard flecked with grey. Beneath heavy eyebrows, his dark blue eyes were

  keen and piercing and he bore himself with an air of authority. John Knox, respected Protestant minister of St Giles Church, had been summoned to the royal presence.1




  She was waiting for him in the great north tower of her palace, the recently returned Queen. Less than three weeks before, on a foggy August morning, she had sailed into Leith in her stately

  white galley. A monarch at six days old, a bride at fifteen and a widow at seventeen, Mary, Queen of Scots had spent much of her life in France, but now she was back, a Roman Catholic ruling a

  Protestant realm, hearing Mass in her chapel royal and, so this man believed, threatening by her very presence all that he had been working for in recent years.




  He climbed up the stairs of the tower, entered her second floor apartments and there she was, this eighteen-year-old girl, unusually tall and statuesque, like his old adversary, Mary of Guise,

  her dead mother. She had the dark auburn hair and brown eyes of her father’s family, the royal Stewarts, and a famously fair complexion, set off by the mourning clothes she still wore for her

  French husband, King François II. Near her stood her half-brother, Lord James Stewart, Knox’s ally and friend. But for the fact that he was illegitimate, Lord James would have been

  King of Scots for, like Mary, he was the child of James V and he was twelve years older than she was. Further off, at the end of the chamber, were two of the ladies of the royal household.

  Otherwise, Queen and preacher were alone.




  The encounter between Knox and Mary, Queen of Scots that day was the first of four such confrontations, and the almost legendary tale of the preacher storming at the young monarch and reducing

  her to tears has done much to influence the public perception of both of them. They are two of the most colourful figures in Scottish history, and two of the most controversial. It is well known

  that Mary aroused violent feelings in her own lifetime and bitter debate ever since, but Knox was also the subject of furious partisanship and has subsequently undergone astonishing variations in

  reputation.




  For centuries he was revered by Scottish Protestants as the father of the Reformed Church. Nineteenth-century historians wrote of him with deference and respect. According to Thomas Carlyle he

  was ‘the one Scotchman to whom all others, his country and the world, owe a debt’.2 Thomas McCrie, himself a minister, wrote a

  famous biography of Knox, praising him as eloquent, scholarly, active and energetic, fervent, pious, loved by his friends and with an integrity above suspicion,3 while David Laing, who edited Knox’s works, wrote in 1864, ‘Well may Scotland be proud of such a man as Knox. His character rises superior to detraction, and

  will ever stand forth, worthy of admiration’.4




  This has not proved to be the case. During the increasingly secular twentieth century, Knox’s reputation plummeted and in the public mind he has become a caricature of himself, at worst a

  sinister bigot, at best a bad-tempered spoilsport who was nasty to Mary, Queen of Scots, hated people having fun, and ruined the Arts in Scotland by his narrow, Calvinist views. Indeed, this image

  of him had been portrayed by David Wilkie in the nineteenth-century painting reproduced on the cover of this book, which shows an entirely imaginary occasion with Knox preaching ferociously from

  the pulpit at Mary, something he never actually had the opportunity to do. Feminists have fallen with cries of horror upon his outspoken criticism of female monarchs and historians have diminished

  his importance, suggesting that he has occupied a central place in Scottish ecclesiastical history only because the subjective version of events, which he gave in his History of the

  Reformation, is one of the principal sources for the period.




  So does Knox deserve to become an obscure, forgotten figure, or was he indeed one of the most influential men in Scottish history? What was he really like, this ordinary Scot who had no qualms

  about haranguing a Queen and earned for himself, for several centuries at least, an extraordinary reputation? Should we be proud of him, or ashamed? Since so many people in the twenty-first century

  recognise his name without really knowing him at all, this seems an appropriate time to look for the truth.
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  The Priest




  THE MARKET TOWN OF Haddington stands on the banks of the River Tyne in the pleasant, fertile countryside of East Lothian.

  Close to the river is St Mary’s, the largest parish church in Scotland. The long, grey and red sandstone Gothic building has a square tower ninety feet high which, in the early sixteenth

  century, was almost certainly surmounted by a crown steeple. A little way from the east end of the church, a stone bridge crosses the Tyne, and on the far side a narrow street called Giffordgate

  leads to the right, along the river bank. John Knox is believed to have been born in a house in that street, in about 1514. Like so much else in his early life, the date is uncertain.




  Tantalisingly little is known of his first thirty years. Historians have argued and speculated about his date of birth, his birthplace, his education and his subsequent career. He himself said

  many years later that he came from Giffordgate. His father, William Knox, was a merchant or a craftsman in Haddington. His mother’s first name is not known, but she seems to have been one of

  the Sinclairs of Northrig, perhaps with a sister married to George Ker of Samuelston, three miles south of the town. Knox once mentioned that his father and both his grandfathers had served in the

  forces of the Earls of Bothwell, who lived a few miles away at Hailes Castle. Some of these relatives had died under the Earls’ standards, he said, but he gave no

  details.1




  During the years he spent as a small boy in the house in Giffordgate with his parents and his brother William, Knox must often have glanced across the narrow, swift-flowing river to the east end

  of St Mary’s, heard its bells and watched the many visitors who came to pray there. When he was old enough he was presumably sent to learn to read and write at the local song school, he would

  certainly have attended services in the church and he might even have sung in the choir. The great pillared nave and the many altars would have been very familiar to him. St Mary’s must have

  been an important element in his life, giving a pattern and a sense of security, for he lost both his parents at an early age.




  We do not know when or how William Knox and his wife died, and we can only assume that relatives came to the rescue of their two small sons. Whoever took them in had reasonable resources, for

  William was eventually able to set up in business as a successful merchant and it was decided that John should become a priest. When he was about ten John would have gone to Haddington Grammar

  School to study the Latin vital for an ecclesiastical career, and he must have done well, for he was then sent to university. There was not yet a university in Edinburgh, and so he had to go

  further afield. Haddington lay within the diocese of St Andrews, and it was to St Andrews University that he went, becoming a student of theology in St Salvator’s College.2




  Knox would have been about fifteen when he left home, sailed across the River Forth to Fife and travelled east through a rural landscape, past fields divided into long rigs, past stone, turf and

  wattle houses with unglazed windows, woods, mill streams and all too often dilapidated churches to Scotland’s ancient ecclesiastical capital. St Andrews might be small by modern standards,

  but it was one of only six Scottish towns with a population of over 2000, a disproportionately high number of whom were churchmen. Far from being a place of remote and cloistered calm, it was

  constantly crowded as thousands of pilgrims flocked each year to the cathedral, and the castle was the residence of James Beaton, Archbishop of St Andrews and former Lord

  Chancellor of Scotland. About a year before Knox’s arrival, in 1528, a young man named Patrick Hamilton had been burned at the stake for heresy, just outside the archway leading in to St

  Salvator’s College, and, if Knox had not encountered Protestantism before, he must surely have heard all about it now from his fellow students.




  A century and a half earlier, persecuted followers of the English reformer, John Wycliffe, fled north and settled in Kyle, Ayrshire. Ever since then, there had been sporadic but increasing

  criticism of the Roman Catholic Church. In part, this took the form of theological argument. Did the bread and wine really become Christ’s physical body and blood at the Mass? Could people

  confidently assure their future in the next world by endowing Masses, going on pilgrimages and purchasing papal indulgences? Was there any point in venerating the supposed relics of saints? Must

  all services be in Latin, with the priest as the necessary intermediary between God and man? There was also serious criticism of the behaviour of ecclesiastics, for everyone had heard about the

  illegitimate sons of kings and noblemen, given positions in the Church simply as a means of providing them with financial support. Most people had first-hand knowledge of uneducated monks and nuns

  living in idleness, parish priests who never preached and church dignitaries with luxurious residences, bastard children and worldly preoccupations.3




  Wycliffe had openly attacked these abuses, issuing pamphlets in English instead of Latin, urging people to read the Bible for themselves and even arguing that wicked rulers, by their sins,

  forfeited their right to rule. His followers were scathingly known as Lollards, from a Dutch word meaning ‘mumblers’, and the church authorities did their best to stamp out the

  movement, in Scotland as well as in England. A Lollard named James Resby was burned as a heretic in Perth in 1407, and in 1433 Paul Crawar, a Bohemian studying at St Andrews University, was

  arrested and burned at the stake because he was a follower of John Huss, a Bohemian reformer influenced by Wycliffe. Even so, Lollardy persisted in the west of Scotland and

  several Lollards narrowly escaped execution in 1494.4




  Twenty-three years after that, Martin Luther, a German priest, pinned to the church door at Wittenberg his famous ninety-five theses, criticising the abuses of the Roman Catholic Church, and

  Lutheranism spread rapidly throughout Germany and beyond. Printed pamphlets criticising the Church were smuggled into Scotland from the Low Countries, on ships sailing to Leith, Dundee and other

  east coast ports and soon Scots were able to obtain copies of William Tyndale’s English translation of the Bible, published on the continent.5




  Patrick Hamilton had been a member of a younger branch of the powerful Hamilton family and was a distant relative of King James V. He had first encountered Lutheran doctrines while studying in

  Paris and Louvain, and had later sought out Martin Luther, Philip Melancthon and other leading reformers, openly discussing his controversial views when he returned to Scotland. However influential

  his connections, the Roman Catholic Church was not going to tolerate his activities, and he was suddenly arrested, tried and burned at the stake on 29 February 1528. Far from quenching heresy,

  however, his death made him a martyr and Protestant doctrines spread rapidly, especially at St Andrews University.6




  Knox was not one of those who adopted the new religion. It is almost certain that he studied theology with the internationally famous scholar John Mair, a native of East Lothian, graduate of

  Cambridge and Paris, and much-admired Professor at the Sorbonne. Although Mair was a leading exponent of the old-fashioned scholastic theology with its all too often complicated and arid arguments,

  he held surprisingly up-to-date views on contemporary affairs. He criticised the abuses of the church and the idle pomp of many of the ecclesiastics living in Rome and he even turned his attention

  to recently discovered America, arguing that people there had the right to depose any colonial ruler who abused his position. Monarchs were chosen by God, he said, but

  ultimately their authority derived from the people they governed. In a society which saw the world in strictly hierarchical terms, these were startling views indeed.7




  If Knox was excited by these new ideas, he showed no sign of deviating from his chosen career, but he could not have failed to observe the abuses of the Church which were just as prevalent in

  his own small country as they were elsewhere. Wealth and power lay not only with the monarch and the nobility but with the Scottish Church. Indeed, by the 1560s the Church’s yearly revenues

  would be in the region of £400,000 compared with the crown’s income of around £40,000 per annum.




  There was nothing wrong with a well-endowed and fully-staffed ecclesiastical organisation, of course, but it was obvious to every one that the money was not being used in the way in which the

  donors intended. Most of it went to religious houses, cathedrals and universities rather than being used locally. As a result the parish churches were all too often dilapidated and the vicars

  poorly paid, while monks idled away their time in their own comfortable chambers. The heads of the monasteries and abbeys were frequently laymen, the sons of noblemen, given the office of

  commendator to sustain them financially. No fewer than six of King James V’s illegitimate sons would become commendators of abbeys and, to make matters worse, such men were often able to pass

  their benefices from one generation of their family to the next. Moreover, although Canon Law forbade the sale of ecclesiastical lands, more and more churchmen were feuing their property to

  ambitious laymen.8




  A number of leading Roman Catholics were anxious to improve matters from within the church, but in the face of strong vested interests it was no easy task. It was, however, perfectly possible to

  acknowledge the Church’s failings without espousing the reformed doctrines and Knox may have looked at the problem from this point of view during his university days. His relatives had given

  him the opportunity of making his way in the world by sending him to St Andrews and there is little doubt that he was a diligent and successful student. He was not going to

  risk his future by becoming involved with a vocal and rebellious minority group. According to Theodore Beza, the friend and successor of the famous reformer John Calvin, Knox had a distinguished

  academic career.9 No written evidence of it has survived, and there is no record of his graduation, but when he left the University he became a

  priest and in later life was always known as ‘Mr Knox’, the implication being that he had a degree.




  He was not, however, appointed to a parish. Scotland was a small country with a population of some 300,000. There were probably about 3,000 priests, too many for the available parishes. Like

  other newly ordained men, he had to look elsewhere for a means of earning his living. His activities during the late 1530s are unknown, but by 1540 he had managed to find a position as a notary

  apostolic in East Lothian. This meant that he had become a country lawyer. He may or may not have had some legal training. John Weddell, several times Rector of St Andrews University and later a

  judge, probably taught law as well as arts at St Andrews. As he was also the official of Lothian responsible for the training of notaries, he may have found Knox the position.10




  Notaries apostolic were actually appointed on papal authority and represented their clients in the church courts. Much of their work, however, was done in private houses, drawing up title deeds,

  marriage contracts and wills, and sorting out minor financial disputes. By nature an energetic man with a keen sense of responsibility for others, Knox at this time must have learned to listen to

  people’s troubles and settle their quarrels with a firm hand. He did not do this work in Haddington itself, but he was based at Samuelston, very likely living with his mother’s

  relatives, the Kers.




  On 13 December 1540, Knox enters the written records at last. He appeared that day at Haddington market cross on behalf of James Ker of Samuelston and two years later he and

  Ker were umpires in a minor financial dispute. In 1543 he was acting for Ker’s niece, Elizabeth Home, Lady Hamilton of Samuelston, the divorced wife of James, 1st Earl of Arran.

  When he next features in the records, he was definitely living in Ker’s house, and was apparently acting as tutor to a boy named William Brounefield, and possibly to Ker’s own sons as

  well. Like so many other aspects of Knox’s early life, the timing of his career change is hidden from us. There is no personal correspondence, no notebook or memorandum, no hint in his later

  writings to tell us when exactly he abandoned the law in favour of teaching. The reason for this shift is obvious, however. He had become a Protestant.11




  He does not seem to have undergone a sudden conversion, or if he did he never mentions it. It is more probable that, disgusted with what he saw of the corruption of the church, he spent long

  hours studying the Bible, particularly the Old Testament, and managed to obtain copies of some of the new Protestant tracts, not just Lutheran writings but some of those produced by the Swiss

  reformers. He may have wrestled with his conscience for some time. Indeed, he would later sympathise deeply with those who experienced dreadful doubts about adopting the reformed religion. Some

  time in 1543 his decision was finally made, not least because it was suddenly safe to admit to being a Protestant.




  In December of the previous year, King James V had died. Throughout his reign he had remained firm in his allegiance to the Pope and the Roman Catholic Church. Even when his uncle, Henry VIII of

  England, had broken with Rome and urged him to do likewise, he had refused. Instead, James strengthened Scotland’s traditional alliance with Roman Catholic France by marrying Princess

  Madeleine, daughter of the French king. When she died, he replaced her with a tall, handsome, aristocratic French widow, Mary of Guise. Relations between Scotland and England were by now

  deteriorating rapidly, and in November 1542 James V’s army was defeated by Henry’s at the Battle of Solway Moss. Distraught, he took to his bed and died soon afterwards, leaving a six-day-old daughter Mary, to become Queen of Scots. James Hamilton, 2nd Earl of Arran, was appointed Regent, to rule the country for her.12 The Lord Governor, as Arran was known, was not only head of the powerful House of Hamilton. Because there were no close royal relatives, he was also heir to the throne.

  Should the infant Queen die, he would become King. Personal ambition was always the principal concern of this shifty, indecisive descendant of a Stewart princess, but for once considerations of

  national safety had priority over everything else. Fearing that an English army would invade Scotland, Arran and his fellow noblemen made peace with England, agreeing that Mary, Queen of Scots

  should marry Henry VIII’s son, Prince Edward. Suddenly, the Lord Governor was encouraging the spread of Protestantism.13




  Against the background of those events, Knox gave up his notarial appointment, started teaching William Brounfield’s son and went to hear a Protestant preacher who was visiting the area.

  Anxious to convince Henry VIII that his conversion was sincere, Arran was encouraging the distribution of the Bible in English and he appointed two Protestant chaplains to preach throughout the

  country. One of them was Thomas Guillaume, formerly Prior of the Black Friars of Inverness. Originally a native of East Lothian, he was sent there by the Lord Governor. After hearing him, Knox

  decided that he ‘was of solid judgment, reasonable letters (as for that age) and of a prompt and good utterance: his doctrine was wholesome without great vehemency against superstition’

  (meaning Roman Catholic practices).




  Not long after Guillaume’s visit to East Lothian, Arran’s other chaplain, John Rough, arrived and Knox went to hear him too. He liked him even better, for although Rough was

  ‘not so learned’, he was ‘more simple and more vehement against all impiety’. By now, Knox had moved from Samuelston to Longniddry, a few miles away, to become tutor to the

  sons of Sir Hugh Douglas. Sir Hugh had his own private chapel, and the local people came to listen when Knox catechised the boys and instructed them in the Bible. He was a

  priest no longer, but a Protestant teacher, and if he had any lingering doubts these were soon dispelled when he encountered a third travelling preacher, George Wishart.




  Out of the pulpit, Wishart was not a particularly impressive man, tall, thin and fastidious rather than robust and forceful. When he began to speak, however, his audience listened with rapt

  attention, for he was a truly charismatic preacher. Wishart was about the same age as Knox. Born around 1513, in Angus, he had been forced to leave Scotland in 1538 when the Church charged him with

  heresy, and he had continued his studies on the continent. Travelling to England, he settled at Corpus Christi College, Cambridge but he was soon in trouble once more with the authorities. He

  decided that he would be safer in Scotland and returned in 1543, preached to large crowds in Dundee and Montrose, visited Ayrshire, and moved to Lothian after two attempts were made on his life. It

  was then that Knox encountered him and was deeply impressed. Knox swiftly became a member of the little band of friends and admirers who guarded Wishart as he travelled from one safe house to the

  next. It was usually Knox who carried a large, two-handed sword before Wishart, to frighten off his enemies.14




  This precaution was all the more necessary because Protestantism was no longer being encouraged by the authorities. Soon after Wishart’s return to Scotland, the Regent Arran had reverted

  to Roman Catholicism. In a way, this was hardly surprising, for Arran was notorious for changing his mind. If he was with you before dinner, one contemporary observed, he would be against you after

  it. Not everyone at Court had agreed with his desire to marry Mary, Queen of Scots to Henry VIII’s son. The young Queen’s mother, Mary of Guise, was bitterly opposed to the arrangement.

  She could not contemplate her daughter becoming the wife of an English heretic. If she had been made regent, the treaty would never have been signed, but at the time of her husband’s death

  she had been in no position to oust Arran. She had been lying in Linlithgow Palace, recovering from the birth of her child. Unable to seize power, she had been forced to go

  along with Arran’s arrangements, but she was determined to change them.




  Equally against the English match was Arran’s dynamic cousin, Cardinal David Beaton. In his one surviving portrait, Beaton is seen in his scarlet robes, with neatly trimmed beard and

  moustache, the very epitome of the worldly, sophisticated prince of the Church. French-educated, he had combined a diplomatic career with his ecclesiastical offices. He became a cardinal in 1538,

  succeeded his uncle, James Beaton, as Archbishop of St Andrews the following year, and in 1543 was appointed Chancellor of Scotland. Mary of Guise and he were rivals for power, but, as an energetic

  proponent of the French alliance, he persuaded Arran that Scotland must break the marriage treaty with England and return to the traditional friendship with France. Arran meekly gave in and, on

  Beaton’s insistence, did public penance for having supported the Protestants.




  Henry VIII was furious. He launched the series of devastating invasions of Scotland known as ‘The Rough Wooing’. ‘Put all to fire and the sword’, he ordered his

  commander, the Earl of Hertford. ‘Burn Edinburgh town, so razed and defaced when you have sacked and gotten what you can of it, as there may remain forever a perpetual memory of the vengeance

  of God lightened upon the Scots for their falsehood and disobedience.’ During the next four years, his men set fire to the Abbey of Holyrood where James V lay buried, destroyed crops at

  harvest time, and burned the Border abbeys of Melrose, Jedburgh and Dryburgh. Protestant England had become the enemy once more, Roman Catholic France the friend.15




  In the week after Christmas 1545, Wishart almost despaired. He had returned with high hopes of a Protestant revolution, but now it seemed that the people, once so eager to hear him preach the

  new religion, were about to abandon it and return to their old faith. He went to Haddington in the early days of January 1546 and members of the congregation arranged for him to preach in St

  Mary’s. There was a good audience for his first sermon, but when he preached again in the afternoon, the numbers had fallen dramatically. The Earl of Bothwell, the local

  landowner, had taken French bribes and, when he heard about Wishart’s presence, he ordered his tenants to stay away.




  Wishart spent that night at Lethington Tower (now Lennoxlove) and rode back down the hill to St Mary’s the following day, again to find a sparse congregation. That afternoon, he received a

  letter from Protestants in the west excusing themselves from coming to a meeting in Edinburgh. Deeply upset, he called Knox over and told him about it, saying sadly that he ‘wearied of the

  world’, for he saw that ‘men began to weary of God’. Knox was dismayed. He knew that Wishart usually liked to spend the time before a sermon in quiet contemplation, by himself,

  removed from worldly concerns. Taking the letter from Wishart, he said ‘Sir, the time of sermon approaches’ and he went away, leaving his friend to pace up and down behind the high

  altar, beneath the great pointed east window of the church.




  That afternoon, Wishart preached his final sermon, warning his congregation that a fearful fate awaited them if they ignored the word of God. In those familiar surroundings, known to him since

  childhood, Knox listened as his admired mentor described how Haddington would be plagued by fire and the sword and occupied by foreigners if they did not mend their ways. There was an atmosphere of

  deep foreboding in the church, and when Wishart came down from the pulpit, he went over and said goodbye to his followers.




  John Cockburn, the Laird of Ormiston, had invited Wishart to spend the night at his house, as he often did. Knox lifted up the big, two-handled sword and prepared to accompany him as usual, but

  Wishart stopped him. ‘Nay,’ he said, ‘return you to your bairns’, meaning Knox’s pupils, and he added ominously, ‘and God bless you. One is sufficient for a

  sacrifice.’ Knox protested, of course, but Wishart was adamant, and Knox always treated him with reverence and respect. Reluctantly, he relinquished the sword and returned to Longniddry, while Wishart set off for Ormiston on foot, with two or three companions. The ground was so hard with a heavy frost that it would have been dangerous to ride.




  Knox reached Sir Hugh Douglas’s house safely. Wishart arrived at Ormiston, had supper, and then sang Psalm 51 with his companions: ‘Have mercy on me now, good Lord.’ They went

  to bed after that, but they were roused before midnight by a loud banging and shouting outside. The Laird got up and went to the door, to find the Earl of Bothwell there, demanding that he hand

  over Wishart. The Laird refused indignantly, but Bothwell said that the Regent Arran and Cardinal Beaton were on their way to Ormiston with all their men. If the Laird handed Wishart over then he

  guaranteed that the preacher would be unharmed. Thoroughly alarmed, the Laird consulted Wishart, who said simply, ‘Open the yetts [gates]. The blessed will of my God be done.’




  At that, Ormiston allowed Bothwell to come in with some of his gentlemen, and Wishart said to the Earl, ‘I praise my God that so honourable a man as ye, my Lord, receives me this night in

  the presence of these noble men, for now, I am assured, that for your honour’s sake, ye will suffer nothing to be done unto me besides the order of law.’




  Bothwell answered, ‘I shall not only preserve your body from all violence that shall be purposed against you without order of law, but also I promise, here in the presence of these

  gentlemen, that neither shall the Governor nor Cardinal have their will of you, but I shall retain you in my own hands, and in my own place.’




  With that, Bothwell took Wishart away, first to Edinburgh and then back to his own castle at Hailes. Cardinal Beaton was, however, determined to get this notorious heretic into his custody and

  the result was that Bothwell, ignoring the promises he had made, handed over his prisoner. The Cardinal promptly took Wishart to St Andrews, where he imprisoned him in his own castle. John Knox

  would have heard the terrible news at Longniddry. When he wrote his famous History of the Reformation many years later, he described his friend’s arrest in considerable detail, but he ended his account with Wishart being taken to St Andrews. At that point, his pen faltered, and instead of describing what happened next, he simply appended to his text

  the description of events given in Foxe’s Book of Martyrs.16




  On 1 March 1546 Wishart was tried by an ecclesiastical court in St Andrews Cathedral. Cardinal Beaton presided. The preacher denied that he was a heretic, saying that he had taught only what was

  in the scriptures. His protests were to no avail. The Cardinal pronounced the death sentence, and Wishart was taken back to his prison. The captain of the castle gave him some supper and then

  prepared him for his ordeal. Wishart was dressed in a buckram coat, the pockets and sleeves stuffed with small bags of gunpowder so that when he was tied to the stake and the fire reached him, the

  flames would blaze up more fiercely and hasten his end. His hands were tied behind his back, a noose was placed round his neck, and an iron chain was fastened round his waist. He was then led

  outside, to the east part of the castle. Fearing a last minute attempt to rescue him, the Cardinal had ordered his castle guns to be trained on the place of execution.




  Wishart knelt down to pray, and made his final speech, urging the bystanders not to turn against the true religion because he was about to suffer for it. They must continue to learn the Word of

  God which he had taught them, ‘For this cause I was sent, that I should suffer this fire for Christ’s sake. Consider and behold my visage, ye shall not see me change my colour. This

  grim fire I fear not.’ Forgiving those who had condemned him, he turned to the hangman who was waiting close by. He forgave him too. He was then strung up on a gibbet, cut down, still alive,

  and tied to the stake, where he died in the flames. Cardinal Beaton and the Archbishop of Glasgow watched with satisfaction from the east blockhouse of the castle.




  Appalled by George Wishart’s death and hunted by the church authorities ever since the night of Wishart’s arrest, Knox had been forced into hiding. Still in East Lothian, he was

  moving constantly from one safe house to the next. Meanwhile, Protestants in Fife were vowing vengeance on Cardinal Beaton and, in the early hours of Saturday 29 May 1546,

  they gathered in the Priory churchyard near St Andrews Castle. They knew that at about 5 o’clock in the morning, when daylight came, the castle gates would be opened so that building

  materials could be brought in. Aware that he had many enemies, Beaton was strengthening his already formidable fortress. The conspirators waited and watched, and sure enough down came the

  drawbridge.




  William Kirkcaldy of Grange, son of a Fife laird, immediately went over to the porter who guarded the entrance. Was the Cardinal awake, Kirkcaldy asked. He was not, said the porter. As he spoke,

  Kirkcaldy’s companions pushed past. Alarmed, the porter shouted to the castle guards to raise the drawbridge again, but it was too late. John Leslie, brother of George, 4th Earl of

  Rothes was halfway over and he leaped down into the castle while his companions hit the porter over the head, took his keys and threw him into the moat. Hearing the commotion, more than a hundred

  workmen came running down from the walls and rushed through a small wicket gate to safety. Kirkcaldy stood guard at the privy postern gate, while his companions ran through the narrow passages of

  the castle until they reached Beaton’s quarters. By this time, the Cardinal had been roused by the noise. Crossing his bedchamber, he shouted from his window, demanding to know what was

  happening. An unknown voice replied that John Leslie’s nephew Norman, Master of Rothes, had taken the castle.




  Realising that his enemies were upon him, Beaton fled towards the postern gate but, seeing that the outside passage was guarded by the intruders, he ran back to his chamber, snatched up his

  sword and ordered his servant to barricade the door. Kirkcaldy and the others were just behind him. They tried to force the heavy door, but it was too strong for them. Someone brought a brazier

  full of burning coals. They would smoke out the Cardinal. Sure enough, no sooner had the smoke seeped into the room than there was the sound of furniture being moved, and the door swung open.




  Inside, they saw Beaton sink down on to a chair. He had dropped his sword, and was making no attempt to defend himself. ‘I am a priest!’ he cried. ‘I am a

  priest! Ye will not slay me!’ Ignoring his pleas, John Leslie and Peter Carmichael of Balmedie struck furiously at him with their daggers until James Melville of Carnbee dragged them back.

  They must not kill Beaton in anger, he told them. They were carrying out God’s judgement, and they must act with greater gravity. So saying, he pointed his sword at Beaton and declared,

  ‘Repent thee of thy former wicked life, but especially of the shedding of the blood of that notable instrument of God, Master George Wishart, which albeit the flame of fire consumed before

  men, yet cries it a vengeance upon thee, and we from God are sent to revenge it.’




  With that, he ran his sword several times through the Cardinal’s body, and Beaton fell dying.




  ‘I am a priest, I am a priest!’ he moaned, and then, ‘Fie, fie, all is gone.’17












  2




  The Galley Slave




  WHEN THE CITIZENS OF St Andrews saw the panic-stricken workmen streaming out of the castle, they realised that something

  was badly wrong. Word spread swiftly and, led by the provost, three or four hundred people ran down to stand at the edge of the moat, gazing anxiously across. ‘What have ye done with my Lord

  Cardinal?’ the provost shouted. ‘Where is my Lord Cardinal? Have ye slain my Lord Cardinal? Let us see my Lord Cardinal!’ The conspirators in the castle took a pair of sheets,

  tied them to one arm and one leg of the dead man, and hung him over the wall for all to see. The murderers then barricaded themselves in.




  The whole country was shocked by the assassination, and eight days later Arran, Mary of Guise and the Privy Council met at Stirling to decide how the death of Scotland’s primate and Lord

  Chancellor should be avenged. It was decided that Arran would have to assemble an army and besiege the castle. This he did, but his efforts were less than successful. He did not have enough men and

  he was reluctant to mount an all-out attack, for Beaton had been holding hostage Arran’s eight-year-old son, Lord James Hamilton, and the boy was still inside. The Lord Governor was likewise unwilling to call on French help, for he secretly harboured hopes of marrying his son to Mary, Queen of Scots and he did not want the little Queen to fall into French

  hands.




  The siege dragged on. Arran had thought that he could starve out the Castilians, as the murderers came to be called, but they managed to get supplies by sea and dispatch messengers to London,

  begging Henry VIII to send an army to help them. Arran decided to play for time and negotiate a truce. Conscious that their own situation was desperate, the Castilians indicated their willingness

  to talk, and it was eventually agreed that they could stay where they were until Arran got them papal absolution for their crime. When that arrived, they were to hand the castle over to the Lord

  Governor, who would allow them to go free and unpunished. In the meantime, the Castilians would continue to hold Lord James Hamilton as a pledge for his father’s good faith. Arran had no

  intention of keeping his promises, and the Cardinal’s murderers knew it, but an uneasy calm descended. The Castilians were allowed to come and go from the castle as they pleased, and so were

  their Protestant friends. More than 120 supporters eventually joined them inside its walls.1




  The first anniversary of Wishart’s death passed, and on 28 January 1547 Henry VIII died. His young son succeeded to the throne as Edward VI, with his uncle the Protestant Earl of Hertford,

  now Duke of Somerset, ruling as Lord Protector. Known to his colleagues as a big, handsome, affable man with liberal views, it was nonetheless he who had led the expeditions into Scotland during

  the Rough Wooing and he was still determined to keep the Scots to their promise that Mary, Queen of Scots should marry Edward. When the emissaries from the Castilians arrived in London, he received

  them in a friendly fashion. They gathered with relief that another English army would soon be marching into Scotland.2




  In a state of bitter grief and apprehension, Knox was now speaking of leaving the country. He told friends that he was thinking of seeking refuge in Germany, where he could live and study until

  more peaceful times returned. Horrified, they urged him to stay. With his energy and his strong convictions, he was one of their best hopes for the future. Sir Hugh Douglas of

  Longniddry and John Cockburn of Ormiston hastily devised an alternative plan. Why did he not take their sons and go to St Andrews Castle, as other Protestants were doing? They would be safe there,

  and they could continue their studies together until the English army arrived. Knox was doubtful, but in March 1547 word came that François I of France had died. His son, Henri II, was well

  disposed towards Mary of Guise and her daughter and would presumably intervene on their behalf. Knox decided to accept his friends’ advice and at Easter 1547 he rode to St Andrews with his

  pupils, Francis and George Douglas and young John Cockburn.




  Safely installed in the castle, they resumed their lessons. Knox taught the boys grammar, the classics and theology, taking up his examination of his favourite gospel, the Book of John, where he

  had left off just before Wishart’s arrest. He held his lessons in the chapel. Soon, many of the Castilians were coming to listen. Possibly Arran’s son took part. Certainly John Rough,

  previously Arran’s chaplain, was amongst this informal audience, and so was Henry Balnaves of Halhill, a graduate of St Andrews, judge and former ambassador. Much impressed by what they

  heard, both men urged Knox to become a preacher. He refused. He could not do it, he said, unless God called him to the task.




  His reluctance may seem to us uncharacteristic, in view of what is generally known of his later career, but it was a reflection of the seriousness with which he regarded the role of preacher.

  There were practical considerations too. No longer a priest within the shelter of the established Church, he would have a high-profile role at a time of national crisis and the dangers were all too

  apparent. Supposing the English army did not come in time, he could be captured, handed over to the Church authorities and sent to the stake. Apart from such fears for the future, he was worried

  about his own capabilities. The supremely self-confident, unassailable Knox of later legend was in reality a sensitive man, at that stage tormented by uncertainty. Rough and Balnaves might think

  that he could be useful, but would others accept him, a renegade priest, as their minister? All else apart, how could he ever measure up to his revered master, George

  Wishart?




  Having identified a promising colleague, Balnaves and Rough were not about to accept his refusal. Protestant preachers were few and far between, with the result that Rough was dreadfully

  overworked and desperate for someone to share his burden. He was becoming increasingly involved in public disputes with the Roman Catholic authorities in St Andrews and he was well aware that he

  was no scholar. He had recently been plagued by difficult questions from John Annand, Principal of St Leonard’s College and, to his relief, Knox had always been ready to supply the answers he

  needed. Knox was the obvious person to take up the debate with these troublesome priests.




  Rough and Balnaves sought the advice of Sir David Lindsay of the Mount, who was currently staying in St Andrews. Scotland’s chief herald, the author of A Satire of the Three

  Estates, a scathing attack on the abuses of the Roman Catholic Church and an experienced diplomat, Lindsay would know how best to persuade Knox. They discussed tactics together and decided that

  he should be asked again, in public, with no chance to refuse. A few days later, Rough preached a sermon in the castle. Knox was there, of course. Rough addressed the question of how preachers were

  chosen, underlining the power of the congregation, however small in number it might be, to select a suitable candidate. It would be very dangerous, he warned, for the chosen candidate to decline.

  Rough then looked directly at Knox. ‘Brother’, he said, ‘ye shall not be offended, albeit that I speak unto you that which I have in charge, even from all those that are here

  present, which is this. In the name of God and of his son Jesus Christ, and in the name of these that presently calls you by my mouth, I charge you that ye refuse not this holy vocation . .

  .’ Knox must have regard for the glory of God, the increase of Christ’s kingdom and indeed Rough’s own need for assistance and take up this office, otherwise he would suffer

  God’s heavy displeasure. Turning back to the rest of the congregation, Rough emphasised the fact that he was speaking for all of them. They had asked him to put the

  request to Knox. ‘Was not this your charge to me?’, he demanded. ‘And do you not approve this vocation?’ ‘It was, and we approve it’, they shouted at once. All

  eyes were on Knox. Overwrought, he burst into tears and fled back to his chamber.3




  For several days he kept to himself, and those who did see him noted his troubled expression. He was usually gregarious, but now ‘no man saw any sign of mirth’ about him. In the end,

  it was John Annand who forced him to a decision. Annand was to preach in St Andrews Parish Church, and would undoubtedly take up the cudgels against John Rough once more. Knox decided that he must

  be there to hear what was said and sure enough Annand, in characteristically combative manner, claimed that there was no point at all in debating, because the Roman Catholic Church was

  infallible.




  Enraged, Knox stood up and offered to prove, either in debate or in writing, that the Catholic Church had degenerated drastically from its original state of purity. The congregation protested

  that if the argument were to continue in writing, they would have no opportunity of learning Knox’s views. Were he willing to preach publicly, however, then they could all come and hear him.

  He must do it, they shouted, and this time he agreed. He would deliver his first public sermon in the parish church the following Sunday.4




  His doubts dissolved, he made a fiery and eloquent address that day, based on a text from the Book of Daniel. He was very obviously no stumbling newcomer to public speaking. His verbal fluency,

  directness and savage humour made him an immediate success and, with his theological training and his exhaustive knowledge of the Bible, he was more than a match for Annand. Citing innumerable

  scriptural examples, he condemned the corruption of the Roman Catholic ecclesiastical system, which would have people believe that they would be saved if they resorted to pilgrimages, pardons and a

  multitude of other devices, all of man’s own invention. The Scriptures, by way of contrast, taught that man is justified by faith alone. The Pope was therefore antichrist, Knox said, and

  the teachings of Rome, far from being infallible, were entirely erroneous.




  The Protestants who heard him were both enthralled and alarmed. Some told each other delightedly that, while previous preachers had lopped off the branches of papistry, this man struck at the

  root. Others commented gloomily, ‘Master George Wishart spake never so plainly, and yet he was burnt: even so will he [Knox] be’. The Roman Catholic authorities were furious at

  Knox’s temerity, and John Winram, Subprior of St Andrews, summoned both Knox and Rough to appear at a convention of Grey and Black Friars.




  This gave further opportunity for public debate. A list of the two men’s allegedly heretical beliefs was read out, and they were questioned, first by Winram, who was in reality not

  unsympathetic to reformed opinions, and then by one of the Grey Friars. Knox soon managed to entangle Friar Alexander Arbuckle in his own arguments, and turned the occasion into a minor triumph.

  Winram hastily gave orders that there were to be no further disputations and it was announced that all the learned men in both the University and the Priory of St Andrews should take turns at

  preaching in the parish church on Sundays. There were so many of them that this would deprive Knox of the opportunity of being heard again. Undeterred, he bowed to popular demand and preached

  instead on weekdays, to an increasingly large congregation. Tired of the convoluted arguments of his opponents, the citizens preferred to listen to his bold, forthright condemnations of the old

  church and its abuses.5
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