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Preface



The Enigma


More than forty years have gone by since Professor Gordon Donaldson characterised James III as ‘The Royal Enigma’.1 He was not alone in finding it difficult to assess the king’s character and policies; for while his grandfather James I might be regarded as a ruthless enforcer of the law, his father James II as a constant warrior, and his son James IV as a popular Renaissance prince, James III defies such easy classification. The known facts suggest that he enjoyed a measure of success, bringing his kingdom to its greatest ever territorial extent, winning the struggle with the papacy over nominations to important ecclesiastical benefices, extending the business of the Lords of Council, the supreme civil court and early forerunner of the Court of Session, and dutifully summoning parliaments, as required by his coronation oath, on average once a year.


Yet he was also roundly criticised for failing to do his job as was expected of him, above all in the field of criminal justice; he was accused of an inability to staunch feuds in many parts of the country; and he was condemned for his use of base-born counsellors, who apparently advocated ‘the inbringing of Inglismen and to the perpetuale subieccione of the realm’2 – a convenient if not wholly convincing shorthand for royal foreign policy – and by their presence at court excluded, or at least minimised, the influence of the king’s ‘natural’ counsellors, the nobility. The result was a major rebellion in 1482, in the course of which James III was briefly imprisoned, and a further rising in 1488, during which the king was overwhelmed on the battlefield and killed attempting to escape from it. Thus, if we wish, we may view James III either as a king showing promise but cut off in his prime, or as a bad ruler who met his just deserts.


The problem of determining which of these views – if either – most closely approximates to the facts as revealed by the sources is that there are so few of them. The reign of James III falls awkwardly after the terminal dates of the major chronicles of Bower and Boece, and only receives adequate treatment in the much later sixteenth-century narratives of Mair, Lesley, Ferreri, Pitscottie, and Buchanan.3 While it is true that Mair spent his youth and early manhood in the Scotland of James III, his treatment of the reign does not extend beyond the minority in his History of Greater Britain (1521), which as its title implies has its own agenda. Giovanni Ferreri, a Piedmontese monk who had first come to Scotland in 1528, deals only with the reign of James III in an appendix to the second edition of Boece’s Scotorum Historiae (1574), and his account contains points of interest which are not to be found in the narratives of Lesley (1568), Pitscottie (c. 1576–9), or Buchanan (1582). These post-Reformation chroniclers were influenced not only by their own specific agendas – Lesley as Mary Queen of Scots’ Bishop of Ross, Buchanan as a Protestant revolutionary pushing theories of popular sovereignty – but also by the simple facts of James III’s death at the hands of his own subjects and his heir’s remarkable success as king. Thus King James’s failure was taken for granted by later writers as something understandable only in terms of his defects; and their collective efforts to point a moral owed not a little to the ‘black’ propaganda circulating in Scotland from 1488 onwards.


James III was ill-served by contemporary chroniclers. There survive only two fragments, probably fifteenth century in date, which touch on the reign. The first of them, which forms part of the pre-1514 Asloan Manuscript, and which was given the rather misleading title, the ‘Auchinleck Chronicle’, in the nineteenth century, is a vital source for the reign of James II; but it comes to an abrupt end, in mid-sentence, in 1463.4 The second fragment, some ten folios which form part of the short chronicle appended to the Royal Manuscript of Andrew Wyntoun’s ‘Orygynale Cronykyl of Scotland’, ambitiously seeks to cover the history of Scotland from its mythological beginnings down to 1482. Entitled ‘Heir is assignt the cause quhy oure natioun was callyt fyrst the Scottys’, this short chronicle devotes a generous two folios to the reign of James III. The author, clearly a Scot, associates the king’s striking of the ‘black money’ – the royal issue of ‘innumerabill’ copper pennies – as the principal cause of King James’s arrest and incarceration in Edinburgh castle; he complains about the royal counsellors, ‘at war bot sympill’; and he manages to provide Alexander, duke of Albany, James III’s ambitious and ultimately treasonous brother, with a clean political record.5 This remarkable feat might suggest that while the Wyntoun Royal Manuscript fragment could have been written as early as the late autumn of 1482, it might have been composed considerably later, after the rehabilitation of the dead Albany and the restoration of the Albany title for his half-French absentee son John, who would eventually become Governor of Scotland in 1515.


If it does little else to shed light on the reign, the Wyntoun fragment at least establishes that the popular later legend of James III – debased coinage, low-born counsellors, offending the higher nobility – had its origins in contemporary or near-contemporary writings. Perhaps the most striking of these is the short hagiography of James’s queen, Margaret of Denmark, completed in 1492 by Giovanni Sabadino degli Arienti, a Bolognese writer probably drawing on information supplied directly by an expatriate Scot studying at Bologna in 1489. This short work roundly criticises James III for his failure to govern the kingdom, insists that Queen Margaret had far greater skills in this respect than her husband, describes her collusion with Albany to lock up the king in Edinburgh castle ‘for the good of the kingdom’, and hints darkly at her death having been caused by poison.6 The darker side of James III’s government is also explored by John Law, a canon of St Andrews, the author of ‘De Cronicis Scotorum Brevia’, written before 1521, in which the royal favourites play a malignant role, and the chief among them, Cochrane, is associated with the coining of the notorious ‘black money’.7 And Cochrane the evil counsellor was certainly already known to Sir David Lindsay of the Mount, who had been employed at court in James IV’s last years and who, in his ‘Testament and Complaint of the Papyngo’ (1530), blamed the ills of James III’s reign almost wholly on Cochrane, ‘with his catyve companye’.8 From these writers it is only a short step to ‘The Roit or Quheill of Tyme’, by Adam Abell, an Observantine friar of Jedburgh; in his 1533 thumbnail sketch of James III, Abell complains about the favourites, associates Cochrane with the death of John, earl of Mar, the king’s younger brother, and comes close to writing a eulogy of Alexander, duke of Albany, without whose assistance King James was apparently doomed.9


In sum: it is clear that though the post-Reformation chroniclers greatly embellished earlier tales about James III in order to portray a negative view of his government, the origins of some of these stories are probably contemporary; and some, such as those of Lindsay of the Mount and Abell, were written by men who were broadly sympathetic to the king. We cannot therefore discount the favourites and their malign influence as the invention of a later age. It must be admitted, however, that only recourse to the official records of the reign – acts of parliament and its judicial committee, the Lords Auditors, the Lords of Council, exchequer rolls, Treasurer’s accounts, and the Register of the Great Seal – can provide us with anything approaching a rounded picture of James III and his government.


Here we appear to be on firmer ground. The acts of King James’s parliaments mostly survive and have been printed. Recently they have been incisively analysed by Roland Tanner, and form part of the vast project undertaken over the last eleven years to make available online all the business of the Scottish parliament between 1235 and 1707.10 This source adds greatly to our knowledge of the workings of James III’s government. Thus we often know exactly who turned up to sessions of parliament and who were voted on to its committees; and from the acts passed we can sometimes infer whose influence was at work in the legislative process. However, the parliamentary records only reveal what decisions were finally endorsed. Clearly some, perhaps much, legislation was contentious, and will have been the subject of heated debates which have not survived. In such cases, it appears that the debate on a draft act or acts was followed by a vote, giving the full body of the Three Estates the final authority to accept or reject legislation.11 A measure of the Crown’s success, then, was its ability in handling parliaments; for as Tanner has shown conclusively, the Estates – even in sessions ‘packed’ with royal supporters – could never be taken for granted.


The acts of individual parliaments may frequently be supplemented by the workings of its judicial committee, the Lords Auditors of Causes and Complaints, records of which begin in this reign;12 while the records of the Lords of Council in Civil Causes, though frustratingly incomplete, allow us an insight into the workings of those royal councillors detailed to act as judges when parliament was not in session. Indeed, the Lords of Council records bring us closer than anything else to the day-to-day judicial business of James III’s government; and it is regrettable that, when they would have had greatest value as a source – between 1480 and 1483, and after 1485 – they have not survived.13


Fortunately, royal exchequer records survive in some quantity for this reign, though they are by no means complete.14 The greatest disappointment, however, lies in the fact that the Treasurer’s accounts, which record the casual expenditure of the Crown and provide fascinating insights into the workings of government from 1488 onwards, survive for a mere sixteen months – August 1473 to December 1474 – of James III’s reign.15 Thus we see only the tip of the iceberg; and perhaps much of the James III enigma lies in our difficulty in fathoming the workings of the court and royal council. A full run of Treasurer’s accounts, for example, would surely reveal the extent to which King James relied on the bad counsellors beloved of the later chroniclers.


As it is, for information on royal grants, confirmations, rewards and council personnel, we are heavily dependent on the Register of the Great Seal,16 together with some unregistered royal charters and privy seal letters. Ecclesiastical records, ranging from volumes of papal registers to the only partially published registers of supplications to Rome, may be used together with records of Scottish church personnel to identify and follow the careers of churchmen involved in the politics of James III’s reign.17


Thus the ‘official’ sources for the reign are extensive but by no means complete. Above all, they do not allow us more than glimpses of the character of James III, for they are not designed to do so. There is thus a sharp contrast between the record sources and the chronicle narratives; for the latter leave us in no doubt – if we believe them – as to King James’s failings. This certainty poses obvious problems. If we consider only the chroniclers’ insistence on the king’s use of perverse and baseborn counsellors at the expense of his nobility, how can we reconcile that point of view with a glance at the witness lists to charters in the Register of the Great Seal, which reveal members of the greater nobility as regular witnesses to royal grants?18 The answer could be that James III was not following the advice of his named councillors, but rather of a coterie of familiars who do not appear in the records. This, however, would have to be proved.


It is clear, then, that the main task of anyone attempting to understand the reign of James III must be to reconcile record sources and chronicle narratives. Over the past half-century, many scholars have attempted not only to achieve this, but also to place the reign in a convincing historical context. In 1958, with the impatience which characterises many English historians when confronted with the need to say something about Scotland, G.R. Elton dismissed the late medieval period as Scotland’s ‘messy medieval politics’.19 Partly in response to this lofty disdain, Scottish historians of the late medieval and early modern periods produced an alternative view of the period. Their argument stressed the need for the maintenance of a delicate Crown–magnate balance if fifteenth-century monarchical government in Scotland were to work. Thus the king acted as the source of justice and patronage, while the nobility supported the royal house as lawgivers and leaders in war in their own localities; in a remote and relatively poor country, in which the Crown could not afford a contract army, it is argued, delegation of royal authority in this way was essential.20


This vision of sweet reasonableness, with Crown–magnate cooperation the order of the day, was developed in the 1970s and 1980s until it became the ‘new orthodoxy’ in late medieval Scottish history, replacing the traditional concept of king and magnates in endless confrontation. For a time it proved a refreshing change of emphasis; but it depended heavily on pointing up James III as the exception who proved the rule, a calamitous failure who could not, or would not, provide justice or effective leadership in war. Yet he was allowed to rule for some nineteen years, an indication that Scottish magnates took up arms even against an impossible king with extreme reluctance.


This view of a relatively stable late medieval Scotland, with only one disastrous king and no changes of dynasty – in contrast with England’s three – has never been wholly accepted. Ranald Nicholson, for example, always believed that there were far too many exceptions to the rule of Crown–magnate cooperation;21 and the recent work of Drs Brown, Boardman, McGladdery and Dawson suggests, at the very least, that Stewart monarchs throughout the late fourteenth and much of the fifteenth century were weighed in the balance by their subjects and often found wanting.22 Viewing all this scholarly activity with a cool eye, Professor James Burns found it difficult:




to repress altogether a sense of frustration when one finds that the ‘revisionist’ scholarship which seemed to have established a ‘new orthodoxy’ . . . has itself fallen victim to fresh revisions . . . which, if they do not quite restore the status quo ante, do seem to take us to a similar point on the next twist of the historiographical spiral.23




Professor Burns’ frustration is understandable; on the other hand, the challenging of orthodoxies is the very stuff of historical enquiry, and it must be admitted, in the light of recent studies, that the comfortable assumptions of the ‘new orthodoxy’ of late medieval stability and Crown–magnate harmony appear increasingly unsound. For it is plain that the agenda being pursued by James III’s two predecessors – involving the breaking of great territorial magnates in order to increase the authority and resources of the Crown – was unlikely to commend itself to large sections of the Second Estate. At the same time, royal efforts to enforce the law, together with abortive attempts to codify it from 1426 onwards, cut across what were seen to be the rights of those exercising local jurisdictions. Given two dynamic rulers determined to extend the power and resources of the Crown, confrontation with, and amongst, magnates on a grand scale was to be expected. It occurred in 1425, 1429, 1431, 1436, 1437, 1440, 1444–5, 1449, 1451, 1452, 1455 and (arguably) 1458. In the course of these Crown–magnate disputes, James I was assassinated and James II found himself targeted for removal.24 Between 1424 and 1460, then, the argument for governmental stability based on Crown–magnate cooperation is hardly sustainable.


James III, though more fortunate than his father and grandfather in that he did not face an immediate challenge from either Stewarts or Black Douglases, inherited the agenda of both kings, seeking a prestigious foreign marriage, the acquisition of territory at home and abroad through war, annexation or forfeiture, the immediate extension of royal influence over the administration of the law, and a successful outcome to the long-standing struggle between Crown and papacy over appointments to major ecclesiastical benefices. In pursuing these aims, King James was not only following a time-honoured Scottish monarchical tradition, but also seeking to emulate his wealthier European contemporaries. This was a high-risk strategy, the success or failure of which would depend, not on the king’s skills in foreign policy, but on his ability to govern effectively in his own kingdom, to regulate rather than to rule, as Dr Ronald Cant put it many years ago.


Whether James III had these skills is the subject of this book. The nature of his domestic problems is perhaps best summed up in a collection of miscellaneous transcripts of documents relating to various aspects of late-sixteenth century Scotland, to be found in the British Library. The anonymous author of one of these – five folios recording ‘The General State of the Scottish Commonwealth with the cause of their often mutinies and other disorders’ – bemoans the king’s lack of absolute power in governing his realm, chiefly because of the strength of the nobility. To illustrate his point, the writer tells a tale drawn from the reign of James III. Judicial appeals, he complains:




lyeth not universally suppream to the Prince; for that diverse of the nobility hold and execute justice absolutely, without appeal to the Prince, within their jurisdictions, by charters hereditary, which the Prince cannot void; for example, in the Earle of Morton’s charter, which James the 3rd tore openly, being offended with the absoluteness thereof, especially with this part of no appellation to the Prince; saying, that he himself could have no more; but before he removed from the place where he tore it, he was  forced by the nobility to sit down, and sew it up again with his own hand; and for that cause it is called yet the sewed charter.25




James Douglas, earl of Morton, was one of James III’s many uncles. The only context in which the tale of the sewed charter might be taken literally is that of the late summer or early autumn of 1482, when the king, for a time imprisoned in Edinburgh castle, was prevented from exercising any control over government by a faction of his uncles and his brother Alexander, duke of Albany. Morton may well have been part of that faction; certainly his son and heir John was involved in their treasons.26


However, the fascinating aspect of the tale is that the source of the dispute between Crown and nobility apparently lay in appeals beyond local jurisdictions; for such appeals, and James III’s efforts to stimulate them, were a feature of his adult rule from beginning to end. Perhaps, then, the tale of the sewed charter has some value in pointing up the king’s difficulties, which lay partly in his relations with the extended royal Stewart family, but also in his unavailing efforts to ensure that he was obeyed. In these areas, perhaps, lies the real enigma of James III’s kingship.
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CHAPTER 1



‘In Adversity Nothing Abashed’
JAMES II, 1452–1455


Towards the end of May 1452, in the sea-girt episcopal castle of St Andrews, Queen Mary of Gueldres brought her third pregnancy to a triumphant conclusion by bearing a son, christened James and rapidly elevated to the dukedom of Rothesay, the title long reserved for heirs to the Scottish throne. Both the queen and her husband, King James II, had cause to celebrate. In around three years of marriage, the queen had already given birth twice. In May 1450 a premature birth had resulted in a child which lived for only six hours; then in the spring or early summer of 1451 a daughter, Mary, was born and survived. However, the birth of a son and heir in May 1452 guaranteed the succession if the infant prince survived, and the happy news was swiftly brought to James II in Edinburgh by Robert Norry. The relieved king rewarded Norry with grants of land in Menteith and Stirlingshire on 1 June; and a fortnight later James Kennedy, bishop of St Andrews, in whose castle the prince had been born, received the ‘golden charter’ confirming all grants and donations made to the church of St Andrews by the king and his predecessors, and creating a regality for the loyalist bishop.1


James II’s rapid and tangible expressions of gratitude to his supporters tell also of his relief; for the child who, eight years later, would become James III was born during the course of the greatest crisis of the reign. On 22 February 1452, James II had stabbed to death his most powerful subject, William, eighth earl of Douglas, at Stirling castle. The crime was probably the result of long royal frustration boiling up into sudden rage, for the king had been at odds with the Douglas earl for around a year. At issue was the nature of Stewart kingship, very differently interpreted by King James and Earl William, both young and hot-blooded men. Probably in the late 1440s, Douglas had made a bond with the earls of Ross and Crawford, and John MacDonald, earl of Ross from 1449, appears to have renewed it. In a personal meeting at Stirling with James II – significantly under safe-conduct – Earl William refused service to the king against rebels – for both Crawford and Ross were hostile to the Crown’s ambitions in the north-east – on the strength of a pre-existing private bond with these men. The bond itself, probably a bond of friendship, created a link between three powerful earls who were former enemies, and whose united strength must have appeared extremely threatening to the king. On the other hand, such bonds were nothing new, but rather part of the established fabric of Scottish political society, regulating the exercise of lordship in parts of the kingdom since the early fourteenth century. It was James I, as Michael Brown has shown, who had taken the initiative in the 1420s by forbidding such magnate leagues, seeing them as a threat to royal authority; and James II was endeavouring to emulate his formidable father by insisting on his right to rule and demanding loyal service of his magnates irrespective of their private agreements.2


In a sense, then, the eighth earl of Douglas brought his fate upon himself; for though he had long been at court and on the royal council, he showed no respect for royal authority in February 1452, and his refusal to ‘break’ his bond with Crawford and Ross was an act of open defiance. Such defiance had however been provoked by King James when he sent a force into Douglas lands in the Middle March in the spring of 1451. The intention had been to make Earl William submit rather than to start a civil war; but the king had greatly overestimated his own strength, and the outcome was not a submission but a dubious compromise – a full pardon for the earl, a string of charters confirming Douglas’s lands and offices, and a hereditary grant of the Wardenships of the West and Middle Marches. In effect, the king’s position was weakened by his botched pre-emptive strike. Earl William returned to court and council with his power apparently undiminished, arrogantly describing himself as ‘guardian of the kingdom of Scotland’ and ‘prince and lord of Galloway’, but so suspicious of James II that he required a safe-conduct even to meet the king at Stirling in February 1452.3


The crime which followed not only raised the stakes in the Stewart–Black Douglas struggle, but forced James II into a fierce struggle for survival against a powerful coalition of justifiably incensed magnates. Indeed, the three years which followed the killing of the eighth earl at Stirling should be understood as an intermittent civil war in which the king lacked the support to deliver a knockout blow against the Douglas faction, and was initially in danger of losing his throne and his life. That he not only survived but crushed the Douglases and imposed his view of kingship on the remainder of the nobility was due to a combination of political skill, sheer good luck, and total ruthlessness.


In late February 1452, as the sensational news of the eighth earl’s death spread around the country, the king must have taken stock of his situation. He was without a male heir, his vulnerable queen was six months pregnant, he had embarked on a blood feud with the most powerful family in the kingdom, and he faced potential or real enemies in Ross, Moray, the Black Isle, Angus, and the Black Douglas heartlands in central, southern and south-western Scotland. Furthermore, James II was the fourth of the Stewart kings; each of his three predecessors had been removed from office by powerful magnate factions, indeed his father James I had been assassinated in 1437. In every case a sitting monarch had been removed by a faction supporting a different style of government. James II had challenged potentially the most powerful magnate alliance of all by pursuing the political agenda of his murdered father, and by making clear that he would not shrink from unlawful killing if it served his purpose. His task was now to survive a civil war of his own making.4


Presumably in the belief that the most effective form of defence is attack, James II moved swiftly south into the heartlands of the murdered earl. At the end of February, less than a week after Douglas’s death, the king was at Jedburgh; he had moved west to Lochmaben by 2 March, and six days later he had reached Dumfries. With him was his Chancellor, William Lord Crichton, long an enemy of the Douglases, and Andrew Lord Gray, one of those who had assisted King James in finishing off the eighth earl of Douglas. The king’s high-risk strategy not only involved showing himself in the territories of the dead earl, but also making grants of lands and offices in the south-west to those prepared to support the Crown. These included former Douglas adherents like Simon Glendinning and William Cranstoun, both of whom had joined the king in killing their lord, and more powerful individuals like Herbert Lord Maxwell and David Scott of Buccleuch; and the Chancellor’s cousin and ally, George Crichton, was recognised as claimant to the lands of Preston and Buittle in Galloway.5


On 8 March, already on his way north, the king called at George Crichton’s castle of Morton in Nithsdale. Less than a week later, on 14 March, James was back in Stirling castle, making a grant to David Scott of Buccleuch.6 In an aggressive three weeks, the king had sought to capitalise on the killing of the eighth earl by ‘turning’ former Douglas men and carving up the Black Douglas estates in the south-west with the Crichtons. This in spite of a series of royal charters which named Earl William’s brothers as heirs to all his lands. Whatever resolute qualities James II was currently displaying, the exercise of good lordship was not one of them.


His dubious stance was challenged almost at once. On his return to Stirling from the south, King James passed close by Douglasdale; and the royal party was rapidly followed, if not pursued, by a powerful force of 600 men led by James, the new ninth earl of Douglas, and accompanied by his brothers Hugh, earl of Ormond and John Lord Balvenie, together with James Lord Hamilton and Andrew Kerr of Altonburn. By contrast the king’s position at Stirling seems to have been relatively weak; only William Turnbull, bishop of Glasgow, Chancellor Crichton, and three lords of parliament witnessed the royal charter of 14 March. James II’s recognition of his danger was followed by his flight north towards Perth.7 Though we do not know whether the pregnant Mary of Gueldres was with her husband at this time, it must have been clear to the king that none of the major royal palaces was a safe place for her confinement; Stirling was under threat, and Linlithgow and Holyrood were too vulnerable to attack from the Douglas strongholds of Abercorn and Inveravon in West Lothian. The queen’s safety was secured by her removal to the episcopal castle of James Kennedy, the loyal bishop of St Andrews, who returned to Scotland about this time after around two years abroad, first at the papal jubilee of 1450 and subsequently in the Low Countries.8


Within three days of James II’s grant to Scott of Buccleuch and subsequent hasty departure, the Black Douglases entered Stirling in force. Sounding twenty-four horns, they denounced the king and his council for the ‘foule slauchter’ of the eighth earl. The safe-conduct, bearing the seals or signatures of those who had issued it, was displayed at Stirling market cross, and subsequently dragged through the burgh at the tail of a horse, while the Douglases spoke ‘richt sclanderfully of the king and all that war with him that tyme’. Finally they sacked and burned the burgh.9


The ensuing five months were the most crucial of the reign for King James. He did what he could to bolster up his shaky position, writing to Charles VII of France on 12 April to inform the French king of Douglas’s death and to seek his continued support; and he chose a modest military target, the tower house of Hatton in West Lothian, bombarded and taken in early April, its Douglas adherent William Lauder either killed or executed. Otherwise James II was the beneficiary of events largely outwith his control. On 18 May Alexander Gordon, earl of Huntly, defeated the ‘Tiger’ fourth earl of Crawford, one of the makers of the notorious bond, at Brechin. While it is tempting to see this victory as a sign of royal power beginning to reassert itself – the Auchinleck chronicler remarks that Huntly was able to raise a larger force than his opponent because he displayed the king’s banner and claimed to be fighting on James’s behalf – the truth may be that the battle of Brechin was no more than the resolution of a long-standing Huntly–Crawford feud. Undoubtedly, however, the king was the overall gainer, for he was now able to forfeit Crawford and to grant the Douglas earldom of Moray to Huntly’s brother-in-law, James Crichton, in June. And within a few days of the battle of Brechin, Mary of Gueldres gave birth at St Andrews to the boy who would become James III. When the king met parliament at Edinburgh on 12 June, therefore, he must have sensed that his position was steadily improving.10


Not surprisingly, this was a parliament largely made up of the king’s supporters, and its business included rewarding committed royalists – Kennedy, the Crichtons, and Lord Hay, who became Earl of Erroll – creating new lords of parliament – Hailes, Boyd, Fleming, Borthwick, Lyle and Cathcart – and, above all, absolving the king of his killing of Douglas in February. This last was vital; clearly the royal complaint that ‘certain of [the king’s] enemies and rebels, outwith and within his kingdom, have undertaken rashly to denigrate and blaspheme his reputation’ is a thinly veiled admission that earlier royal explanations seeking to justify the killing of the eighth earl had left many unconvinced. The sticking point may have been the safe-conduct. The royal solution was to appoint a committee of the Three Estates to consider the issue; unsurprisingly this royalist body held that all respites and securities had been cancelled the day before the eighth earl’s death, and that in any case the earl had been guilty of making bonds and conspiracies against James II, as well as ‘public rebellions frequently perpetrated by him, his brothers and accomplices’. In spite of the efforts of king and barons to persuade Douglas to give up his transgressions and bring his strength to the royal side, the earl had refused and had thus brought his death upon himself. As for the royal infringement of securities or respites, James was as innocent as the driven snow.11


This piece of fiction, as Roland Tanner has shown, was essential to the royal cause. Even if the outcome of the inquest into Douglas’s death was a foregone conclusion, it had been necessary for James II to submit himself to judgment by the Three Estates on the issue, and to have himself declared innocent in parliament. Beyond that, however, lay the reality of the situation. The king had not ventured further from Edinburgh than West Lothian in three months, and may have seen it as too dangerous to do so. On the night of 12 June, the first day of the parliament, Douglas supporters pinned a letter to the door of the chamber, bearing the seals of the ninth earl of Douglas, his brother Hugh, earl of Ormond, and James Lord Hamilton, denouncing the royal councillors as traitors and withdrawing their allegiance from the king.12


A robust royal response was inevitable. The June parliament had certainly been filled with supporters of the Crown, but it had also declared the king innocent of crimes against the Black Douglases. It was time for royalists to support James II with deeds rather than mere words. A sizeable host, presumably made up largely of those who had been at the Edinburgh parliament, followed the king into the south-west in late July, travelling by way of Peebles, Selkirk, Corhead near Moffat, and through Annandale to Dumfries. The king no doubt intended to turn his own supporters loose on allies of the Douglases, but the campaign which followed simply undermined James’s earlier efforts to bring Douglas men over to the royal side. The Auchinleck chronicler was scathing in his criticism of the indiscriminate pillaging undertaken by the royal host, famously remarking that they ‘did na gud bot distroyit the cuntre richt fellonly baith of cornes medowis and wittalis and heriit mony baith gentillmen and utheris that war with him self’ – in short, they failed to make any distinction between friend and foe.13 Worse still, the king had failed to engage with the Douglases and their allies, far less forced them to submit; and they remained a potent danger for a further three years.


What did the Black Douglases hope to achieve by withdrawing their allegiance from their sovereign and defying him in the field? It used to be argued that the ninth earl and his brothers intended to subvert the Stewart dynasty by producing their own candidate for the throne, the eighth and ninth earls’ uncle Malise Graham, earl of Menteith, who had languished as a captive in England since being sent there in 1427 as a hostage for the payment of James I’s ransom. Malise Graham, so this argument runs, was a threat to James II because he was the senior male descendant of Euphemia Ross, second wife of the founder of the dynasty, Robert II.14 However, the thesis that the Stewart kings, all of them descended from Robert II’s first marriage to Elizabeth Mure, were forever threatened by offspring of Euphemia Ross and their ambitious descendants, is quite unsustainable. The great Stewart crises since 1371 – the early and late 1380s, 1399, 1402, and 1437 – were certainly provoked by ambitious royal Stewarts; but their aim was not to replace the royal line with an alternative, ‘legitimate’ dynasty, but to coerce or remove the existing incumbent in favour of an alternative member of the same family, in every case but 1402 the son and heir. If the new ruler was a minor, a powerful faction of the great nobility, their rule legitimised by parliament or general council, would then conduct the government in his name.15


In 1452, these earlier parallels may well have been in the minds of the politically active nobility. Certainly James II had a son and heir, had indeed two sons by 1454. But he was faced by a coalition of powerful lords who had withdrawn their allegiance. If the king were killed in the field, the most likely outcome would be a parliamentary settlement explaining and condoning the motives of the rebels, and creating a Douglas-led governorship for the king’s heir, who, still an infant, would immediately succeed as James III. Thus when the Douglas earl used his influence in England to secure the release of Malise Graham in 1453, he did so not out of any sinister dynastic motive, but as an illustration of Douglas power. Two royal Stewarts had failed to negotiate Malise’s freedom, or had not wished to do so; but the Black Douglases could, and did. There was also another motive: Malise Graham was James Lord Hamilton’s brother-in-law, and the Douglases badly wanted to keep Hamilton firmly on their side.16


Thus if James II was to survive, he needed somehow to overcome the revulsion felt by many following his slaying of a powerful earl supposedly under royal protection, while the Douglases for their part had to exploit their position as subjects appallingly treated by their king. And they had to do so quickly, while King James was still weak.


Initially the Douglas earl appeared to have the advantage. A parliament meeting at Edinburgh in August 1452, immediately after the king’s counter-productive raid into the south-west, clearly required James II to negotiate a settlement; for though, as in June, the Three Estates were made up largely of the king’s supporters, and though they must have been summoned as early as mid-July in expectation of royal victory and forfeiture of the Douglases, nothing of the sort happened. Instead, on 28 August, two days into the Edinburgh parliament, James, earl of Douglas, and his ally James Lord Hamilton made a bond with the king by which both men returned to the king’s peace on certain conditions: the earl would abandon his claims to the earldom of Wigtown and lordship of Stewarton, and he, his brother (whether Moray, Ormond, or Lord Balvenie is not specified) and Lord Hamilton promised to forgive the king for the slaying of the eighth earl the previous February. Earl James would renounce all treasonable leagues, would faithfully perform his duties as March Warden, and would forgive the king for the lifting of Douglas mails and goods during the abortive July campaign. This astonishing accommodation, the ‘appoyntement’ of August 1452, was made between men who could not even risk a personal meeting; the king sat in Edinburgh, the Douglas faction at Douglas castle in southern Lanarkshire. And a king who had killed his most powerful subject as a violent protest against private leagues and bonds within his kingdom now made a bond with that subject’s brother and successor.17


Worse was to follow. On 16 January 1453 James II made another bond with the ninth earl, who had come north to Lanark from Threave in Galloway. The earl offered to give his manrent to the king, but this assurance of loyalty and personal service came at a high price. King James promised to restore Douglas to his estates at Stewarton and – even more surprisingly – to the earldom of Wigtown, which had been granted to the queen only five months previously. Most significant of all, however, was the king’s agreement to assist Douglas in obtaining papal permission to marry his dead brother’s widow, Margaret, ‘Fair Maid’ of Galloway. In effect, King James was helping to rebuild the Douglas patrimony in the south, having spent a year and more attempting to destroy it; and Dr Dunlop is surely right to describe the Lanark bond as a measure of the insecurity of the king’s position.18 He had failed to satisfy his friends and allies, whose careers, and indeed lives, depended on outright royal victory over the Douglases; and he now appeared to be rehabilitating his enemies.


However, these hollow reconciliations do not tell the whole story. Though it must have been difficult to gauge at the time, there was a steady haemorrhaging of Douglas support in the south throughout the early ’fifties. Apart from the two most dramatic cases, Simon Glendinning and William Cranstoun, who joined the king in killing their Douglas lord at Stirling, there were many others; Scott of Buccleuch, Douglas of Cavers, the Pringles and the Rutherfords all backed James II from early 1452 onwards. Later in the same year the king managed to win over James Lindsay of Covington, provost of Lincluden, former secretary of the eighth earl of Douglas, who abandoned Douglas patronage to become Keeper of the Privy Seal. Likewise lords of parliament looking for royal patronage – Fleming, Haliburton and Somerville – were early defectors from Douglas to the king; and in the south-east Alexander Hume and George, earl of Angus, saw their futures in a royalist victory and the overthrow of the Black Douglases. Angus was swiftly granted the Wardenship of the East March by James II; his influence in East Lothian, and that of the Humes in Berwickshire, ensured that the Crown could count on one area of the borders free from Black Douglas influence.19


Why did these southern lords and lairds throw in their lot with James II? Part of the answer may lie in a fundamental weakness in the Black Douglas heartlands in Galloway. The notorious ‘Black Dinner’ of November 1440, in which the young sixth earl of Douglas and his brother had been judicially murdered, probably at the instigation of their uncle James ‘the Gross’, who succeeded to the headship of the family as seventh earl, had brutally severed the Douglas line and transferred it to a different family, one with its power-bases in West Lothian and Lanarkshire rather than Galloway.20 The lordship of the sons of James the Gross – William, eighth and James, ninth earl of Douglas – may therefore have been less secure in Galloway than it appeared; and the marriages of both these earls to the heiress of Galloway, sister of the murdered sixth earl and his brother, may not have sat well with Black Douglas vassals in the south. Thus the king’s raids into the borders and Galloway in 1451 and 1452 may be seen as assaults on Douglas weak points; and King James’s sustained efforts to secure the earldom of Wigtown for his queen may have been based on knowledge that, while the Douglas affinity there had been loyal to the old countess, widow of the fourth earl of Douglas, they had decidedly mixed views on the activities of the sons of James the Gross.


If the Black Douglases were thus weakened in their family heartlands by internecine struggles stretching back for thirteen years, their strong connections with the English king and court would also prove to be a double-edged sword. It was one thing to use the English link to restrain James II, threatening him with the prospect of English armed support for the Black Douglases, perhaps even the installation of English garrisons in the south of Scotland; but it was quite another to use the Lancastrian King Henry VI as the principal prop for Douglas lordship, for this invited charges of conspiracy and treason. If the Scottish king could portray the Black Douglases not as the ‘war wall’ of Scotland, a formidable bulwark against English aggression, nor even as border commissioners conducting necessary diplomacy, but rather as a treasonable English ‘fifth column’ within Scotland, then the reputation of the family could be destroyed.21


Nor was the Douglas reputation all that was at stake. For whatever reason, neither the eighth nor ninth earls fathered children by Margaret, ‘Fair Maid’ of Galloway, though after 1460 she went on to have a family by her third husband John Stewart, earl of Atholl.22 This failure to produce a Black Douglas dynasty to counter royal ambitions in the south contributed substantially to the family’s inability to recover from its overthrow by the king in 1455.


In spite of these inherent weaknesses, in the early ’fifties the Black Douglases represented a formidable threat to James II, with a network of castles stretching from Darnaway and Lochindorb in the north-east to Threave in the south-west; and in West Lothian – perched above the river Forth, uncomfortably close to the royal palace of Linlithgow, and dominating the route from Stirling to Edinburgh – stood the great Douglas castle of Abercorn, a fortress which threatened the king at the heart of his kingdom. If James II were ever to do more than survive at the Black Douglases’ pleasure, he would have to make himself strong at their expense, and also enjoy a substantial slice of good fortune.


King James’s rash killing of the eighth earl of Douglas in 1452, together with the Auchinleck chronicler’s description of him as the king ‘that had the fyre mark in his face’,23 perhaps give the impression of a ruler with a predominantly violent, choleric temperament. There was, however, another side to the king; in his dealings with the Douglases, he displayed traits of pragmatism and cold calculation which recall his father James I. The ‘appoyntement’ of 1452 and Lanark bond of 1453 were no more than tactical retreats on the part of James II, a reflection of the political tightrope which he had to walk until he was strong enough to destroy the Black Douglases utterly.


He began by protecting his family. His son and heir James, born in May 1452 in the relative safety of St Andrews castle, stayed there for months with his mother. Some time in the summer of 1452, the king travelled to St Andrews for his son’s baptism; thereafter the prince was moved south, probably early in 1453, to Edinburgh castle, accompanied by his steward John of Lothian and two nurses. Throughout the following exchequer year, June 1453–4, the infant prince remained in Edinburgh. Clearly his father was taking no chances of a Douglas coup based on seizure of the heir to the throne. Not until 1455–6, after the fall of the Douglases, do we find Prince James as far afield as Doune castle in Menteith.24


In the field of foreign diplomacy, the king played a careful hand. Although his French ally, Charles VII, had acted throughout the 1440s as unofficial marriage broker in Europe for the Scottish king’s sisters, and had played a role in recommending Philip of Burgundy’s niece as a bride for King James himself, there can be no doubt that the Black Douglases were at least as well known in France as the royal Stewarts; and William, eighth earl of Douglas, had visited the French court as recently as 1451.25 Thus the Scottish king took care, following his killing of Douglas, to explain his actions to his old ally in a letter to Charles VII written on 12 April 1452.26 James II was probably preaching to the converted; more than a generation earlier, in September 1419, Charles VII, while still dauphin, had been involved in the assassination of the French Crown’s greatest subject, John the Fearless, duke of Burgundy, and was strongly supported thereafter by a succession of Scottish expeditionary forces. In the early 1450s, James II’s situation was, for a short time, equally perilous, and his main concern must have been to ensure the French king’s benevolent neutrality in a Stewart–Black Douglas conflict. Rather more French assistance may have been forthcoming. At the great siege of Abercorn castle in the spring of 1455, James II was well served by ‘the gret gun the quhilk a franche man schot richt wele’; and he subsequently wrote enthusiastically to Charles VII, describing the fall of Abercorn and the hanging of its defenders.27


However, the Auld Alliance was worth much more to the Scottish king than gifts of artillery or gunners. In the summer of 1453, French forces had destroyed the English army at Castillon, effectively bringing the Hundred Years’ War to an end and expelling the English from every part of France except Calais and the county of Guines in the north-east. In the same year Henry VI of England, still only in his early thirties, began to display signs of insanity; and in February 1454 Richard, duke of York, took over the government as lieutenant for the stricken king. In spite of Duke Richard’s efforts to come to terms with the Douglases, it soon became clear that Earl James and his brothers could expect little help from south of the border.28 England, in fact, was heading rapidly towards civil war between the houses of York and Lancaster; the Scottish king, by contrast, now had a chance to end the Stewart–Black Douglas civil war without outside interference.


Internally, also, King James’s fortunes began to change. Initially he had found that he could not remove Archibald Douglas, earl of Moray, and replace him with James Crichton, his Chancellor’s son, and had had to abandon his ambitions in the north-east, leaving the Douglas earl of Moray and his powerful allies John MacDonald, earl of Ross, and Alexander, earl of Crawford, at large and undaunted; and the royalist Earl of Huntly was left to shift for himself. However, in September 1453 the king had a remarkable stroke of good luck: Alexander Lindsay, the ‘Tiger’ earl of Crawford, died suddenly at Finavon in Angus. Recording the event, the Auchinleck chronicler studiously avoids giving his own opinion of Crawford, remarking simply that the earl ‘was callit a rigorous man and ane felloun’ who ‘held all Angus in his bandoun and was richt inobedient to the king’. Crucially, Crawford’s son and heir David was only thirteen, and James II moved at once to secure royal rights of wardship – and thereby royal influence – in the earldom. The king’s success – both short- and long-term – may be seen in the fact that his ward David grew up to become the most loyal of James III’s subjects and the first nonroyal duke in Scottish history.29


The Tiger earl’s death, and King James’s immediate response to it, mark a decisive turning point in the Stewart-Douglas struggle of the 1450s. The Douglas– Crawford–Ross bond was now shattered, Huntly’s principal rival in the north-east was gone, and he was free to extend his family’s territorial gains – all in the king’s name – at the expense of the Douglas earls of Moray and Ormond and their younger brother Lord Balvenie. For the first time since the conflict had begun, the Black Douglases were on the defensive.


Both sides now looked to the third member of the original bond, John MacDonald, earl of Ross, for support. It was probably in May 1454 that a meeting in Knapdale between James, ninth earl of Douglas, and Ross resulted in an exchange of gifts but hardly a meeting of minds; for as Michael Brown has noted, the Black Douglases and Clan Donald were rivals rather than allies in the north, brought together only by mistrust of the king. Clearly an alliance of Douglas earls and the formidable military power of Clan Donald Islesmen would have been a daunting challenge for King James; but no such alliance materialised. Instead, in June 1454, two months after the Knapdale meeting, Donald Balloch – lord of Dunivaig on Islay and the Glens of Antrim in Ulster, John MacDonald’s cousin and a man with a long record of hostility to the Stewarts – launched a seaborne raid on royal lands in the Firth of Clyde, sacking Inverkip, the Cumbraes and Brodick castle on Arran. Present in Donald Balloch’s fleet was John Douglas, an illegitimate son of the fourth earl of Douglas; but it seems likely that the raid was a private initiative by Donald Balloch rather than part of a Douglas–Ross agreement. For operating as usual on the strategy of divide-and-rule, the wily king had already restored Ross’s father-in-law James Livingston – forfeited in 1450, reinstated in 1452, and Chamberlain by 1454 – a blow not only against the Douglases, who had profited from Livingston’s forfeiture, but also a device to split the makers of the Douglas–Crawford–Ross bond.30


It was time for Ross to come to terms with his king. He was able to drive a hard bargain, for he alone could guarantee an end to the depredations of Donald Balloch. Thus, to secure Ross’s neutrality in the impending conflict, James II accepted the inevitable and allowed John MacDonald to retain the lands which he had seized in 1451 – the barony and castle of Urquhart on Loch Ness and the adjacent lands of Glenmoriston.31 Ross was the only beneficiary of the now notorious bond; and for his ambitious neighbours and the predatory Stewart king, he remained unfinished business.


James II’s other unfinished business was concluded in the spring and summer of 1455. He was moved to strike against the Black Douglases not simply because his position in Scotland was rapidly improving, but probably mainly because the lieutenancy of Richard, duke of York, in England came to an end in February 1455 when Henry VI recovered his wits and the Lancastrians their power.32 The Douglases had dealt mainly with the now displaced Yorkists, and in any case the political situation in England had become so volatile that interference by either York or Lancaster in Scotland’s affairs was highly unlikely.


Early in March 1455, James II suddenly attacked and ‘kest doune’ the Douglas castle of Inveravon in West Lothian. This was a foretaste of things to come: instead of harrying the south, the king intended to strike directly at the Black Douglases in central Scotland. From Inveravon he moved west to Glasgow, but only to gather together ‘the westland men with part of the ereschery’, a strong force of Gaelic adherents drawn from Ayrshire and Argyll, and led by Gilbert Kennedy of Dunure, Duncan Lord Campbell, and James Stewart of Lorn. As Michael Brown has pointed out, all these men, and the western communities over which they held sway, had most to fear from an alliance between the Douglases and Donald Balloch, as memories of the great 1454 raid on the Clyde were still fresh; and their response was to support the king. With this force James II moved south to Lanark and Douglas, burning Douglasdale and Avandale, and harrying Lord Hamilton’s lands. With remarkable speed the king then crossed to Edinburgh and levied a second force, this time of ‘lawland men’, and used this host to launch a fierce attack on the Douglas fastnesses in the Middle March. Any Douglas adherents who refused to join the king had their goods confiscated and their houses burned, while those who were prepared to change sides gave immediate oaths of loyalty to the Crown.33 There appears to have been little opposition. James Lord Hamilton, the Douglases’ main supporter in the area, had gone south in search of English armed assistance, which unsurprisingly was not forthcoming.34 In less than a month James II had levied three armies and crushed Douglas resistance from Clydesdale to the Forest. And at the beginning of April 1455 he brought his big guns up to the greatest Douglas stronghold of all, Abercorn in West Lothian.


The Black Douglases were – literally – outgunned. The seriousness of their situation was reflected in the arrival in the south of Earl James’s three brothers, Moray, Ormond and Lord Balvenie, leaving their northern lands exposed to attack by predatory neighbours seeking royal approval. Meanwhile Douglas supporters were making what deals they could with King James and his forceful justiciar, Laurence Lord Abernethy, who had been despatched to hold court in Annandale. Those seeking to come into the king’s peace included Andrew Kerr of Altonburn and James Tweedie of Drumelzier, the latter making a bond of manrent with James II himself at Lanark on 7 March.35 But the most serious Douglas defection of all was that of James Lord Hamilton, who realised that, without English aid, the game was up, and came to submit to the king in the royal camp at the siege of Abercorn. Hamilton’s change of heart was crucial not only for James II, but for Hamilton himself, as it marked the beginning of the rise of his family to a position of enormous power by the early years of the following century. Those who opted instead to remain stubbornly loyal to the Douglases met a rather different fate. For three weeks King James pounded Abercorn with the ‘gret gun’, destroying many towers and finally taking the castle by storm on St George’s day. The chief defenders of Abercorn were hanged on the orders of the king, and the castle was razed to the ground.36


On 24 April, significantly the day after the fall of Abercorn, the king summoned Douglas to answer charges of treason. ‘This’, as Nicholson remarks, ‘was tantamount to a declaration of war seven weeks after the king had opened hostilities’.37 The ninth earl had not only failed to find an effective military response to King James’s onslaught; his negotiations with the English had given the Scottish king the evidence he required to bring charges of treason which could be sustained in parliament. By mid to late April 1455, the Douglases were reduced to defending the Middle and West March. The ninth earl went south in person in search of hitherto elusive English support, while his brothers Moray, Ormond and Lord Balvenie, with the assistance of some English borderers – and possibly Andrew Kerr of Altonburn, briefly defecting back to the Douglas cause – harried the lands of royal supporters in the Middle March. However, when the Douglas brothers moved west towards the Solway, the king’s long-sustained policy of undermining the Douglases in their original heartland finally worked against them. On 1 May 1455, a week after the fall of Abercorn, all three brothers suffered a crushing defeat at Arkinholm, near Langholm, at the hands of former Douglas vassals Lord Maxwell, the Johnstones and Scott of Buccleuch. Scott had been a king’s man since the onset of the struggle in 1452; but Maxwell and the Johnstones had only recently been won over by the king. The victory of these border families was total; Archibald, earl of Moray, was killed, Hugh, earl of Ormond captured and subsequently executed, and John Lord Balvenie fled to join his brother, the ninth earl, in England. In less than two months the Douglas empire had collapsed like a house of cards.38


The coup de grâce was administered in the parliament which met at Edinburgh on 9 June 1455. On the following day judgment of forfeiture was led upon James, ninth earl of Douglas, his mother Countess Beatrice and her other three sons, Archibald, ‘pretended’ earl of Moray, Hugh, earl of Ormond, and John Lord Balvenie. The indictment made convincing reading at last: the Earl of Douglas was accused of fortifying Threave, Douglas, Strathaven and Abercorn against the king; the Earl of Moray had likewise fortified Lochindorb and Darnaway; and all the brothers, and their mother, had been guilty of treasonable bonds and confederations with other nobles and with the English, of insurrection near Lanark, of attacks made on the king’s officers and allies, of the burning of Colinton and Dalkeith, and in general of the treasonous aid given by each Douglas brother to the other, and by Countess Beatrice to her sons. Sentence of forfeiture – of lives, lands, rents and possessions – was passed on the entire family and on some of their servants and retainers. Sitting in judgment on the Douglases were loyalists like John Stewart, earl of Atholl, the king’s half-brother; George Douglas, earl of Angus; William Hay, earl of Erroll, a new creation in 1452; and a host of mainly southern lords of parliament, including Erskine, Graham, Somerville, Montgomery, Maxwell and the most recent convert to the royal cause, James Lord Hamilton. From the west came Lords Lorn and Campbell; and Malise Graham, earl of Menteith, whose release from twenty-six years of English captivity the Douglases had secured as recently as 1453, sat with the rest in judgment on his former allies. The clergy were represented by seven bishops; of St Andrews, Dunkeld, Moray, Ross, Brechin, Dunblane and Argyll. John MacDonald, earl of Ross and Lord of the Isles, perhaps prudently, did not attend in person but sent two procurators to parliament in his stead. The king’s victory was complete.39


Or almost complete. In the south-west the last major Douglas stronghold, the great tower house of Threave, set on an island in the river Dee in Galloway, remained untaken. The June parliament was prorogued after the sentences of forfeiture had been passed, and James II in person hastened into the south-west. The ‘great bombard’, possibly the same gun as had been used in the sieges of Hatton and Abercorn, was dragged all the way to Galloway under the supervision of the Chancellor, William Sinclair, earl of Orkney. However, Threave would have proved a tough nut to crack; not only had the tower house recently been strengthened with a curtain wall to resist artillery, but the forfeited ninth earl of Douglas had made a final effort to save the castle by granting it to Henry VI of England. Most important of all, dragging a huge bombard from Edinburgh to Galloway was a slow and difficult business; the gun wrecked a gate through which it was hauled at Linlithgow, and broke down on Crawfordmuir. The king may not have waited for his artillery; lodged in the nearby monasteries of Tongland and Dundrennan, he conducted the siege in person, and in the end accepted that Threave could not be battered into submission. The defenders surrendered on terms, possibly following bribery by the king; and probably because of its strategic position on the border, Threave was not demolished but put in charge of a royal keeper, first Sir Alexander Boyd of Drumcoll, and later William Edmonston of Culloden, half-brother of the loyal Bishop Kennedy of St Andrews.40


The summer of 1455 is sometimes seen as a defining moment in Scottish Crown–magnate relations, the point at which the Stewart monarchy finally placed itself in such a strong position that it could not be challenged effectively by members of the higher nobility. This is perhaps to overstate the case; in the following reign, two such challenges would occur, the latter fatal to the king. However, there can be little doubt that James II recognised that to rule in the manner of his father, and in the style to which he aspired, he had to meet the Douglas challenge head-on, indeed to provoke the conflict, in the modern sporting phrase, by getting his retaliation in first; and in this he was very successful.


It requires a considerable leap of faith, however, to move from accepting that James II had to challenge subjects whose behaviour he considered threatening to his position, to suggesting that his victory over the Black Douglases was inevitable. A modern writer sums up this argument by claiming that the king had all the prestige and power of monarchy on his side, and that he was right to be confident because the Scottish Crown alone could offer political and social stability. In the crisis years 1451–5, then, there was no alternative to King James, even if he acted outside the law.41 However, such arguments surely rely on benefit of hindsight certainly not available to James II. The prestige and power of the Stewart king were, and remained, at a very low ebb for years after 1452; political and social stability, which amongst the nobility in general may be defined as the receipt of an even-handed distribution of lands and offices, could not be guaranteed by King James in his hour of need; and of course there was an alternative – the victory of the Black Douglas faction, the death of the king and the proclamation of his infant son as James III by the victorious insurgents.


For the truth is that James II had had a very close call, and that his success, though based partly on his skill in recovering from a near-fatal crisis which he himself had provoked, was also due in large measure to luck. In 1454 he had lost all three of those supporters who had counselled him to attack the Douglases – Bishop Turnbull of Glasgow, Chancellor Crichton, and George Crichton, earl of Caithness. Had they died even two years earlier, James would have had to rule at the pleasure of his discomfited Black Douglas subjects without any effective power base. Had the ‘Tiger’ earl of Crawford not died in September 1453, leaving a minor as his heir, the king would have been unable to make any impact on the formidable alliance based on the bond which he had sought to break in 1452 through an act of murder under trust. And it is clear that the king, leading from the front as he did, could have lost his life on two occasions in 1452, or at any of the sieges – Hatton, Inveravon, Abercorn or Threave – at which he enthusiastically deployed his largely untried artillery.


King James’s victory in 1455 was however striking in one sense: the overthrow of the Douglases brought the king a huge cash windfall from the family’s forfeited estates, amounting to gross cash rents in the region of £2,000 Scots, about a third of the total brought in by the Crown lands.42 With the money and lands came greater opportunities for royal patronage, a chance to re-populate the peerage with loyalists. However, there was no question of the king enjoying unfettered powers. He had after all been forced to reward the Earl of Ross for an act of rebellion, and he appears to have had doubts about the seemingly inexorable rise of Alexander Gordon, earl of Huntly, in the north-east; for Huntly had won the battle of Brechin in 1452 as much for himself as for the king, and he had been created earl in 1444, during James’s minority and the period of Black Douglas ascendancy at court. Yet in spite of the king’s good luck in acquiring access to Angus through the timely death of the ‘Tiger’ earl of Crawford in 1453, James needed to keep Huntly loyal, and would have to turn a blind eye to the earl’s aggrandisement in order to maintain a royalist bulwark in the north to counter the ambitions of John MacDonald, earl of Ross and Lord of the Isles.


A sixteenth-century chronicler noted approvingly that James II was ‘in adversite nothing abashed’, and ‘in warre sharpe and feirce’.43 For the rest of his short life, his domestic wars were at an end; but it remained to be seen whether he could win the peace.
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CHAPTER 2



Ambiguous Legacy
1455–1460


The war was over, and a victorious James II looked to parliament to legitimise his military success. He can hardly have anticipated any opposition. As Roland Tanner has shown, between 1451 and 1455 the Three Estates – uniquely in the fifteenth century – had become little more than a tool of the Crown, with no identifiable opposition to royal policies or individual efforts to moderate the king’s excesses. Parliament, made up of king’s men, had met almost exclusively to lend legitimacy to the king’s actions.1 But in August 1455, with the Douglases smashed and a broader cross-section of the nobility present in the Estates, the king’s actions came under much closer scrutiny, and were subject to extensive criticism.


One act in particular reflects this changed political mood. On 4 August, when parliament reconvened in Edinburgh following the Threave campaign, its first business was to consider, and to legislate upon, the state of royal finances. In the much quoted preamble to the Act of Annexation, the Estates lamented that ‘the poverte of the Crowne is oftymis the cause of the poverte of the realme . . .’, and sought to ensure that the king lived ‘of his own’ on a sound financial footing. This was to be achieved by annexing certain lordships and castles to the Crown, and decreeing that these might not be given away without the consent of parliament. In order to give the act greater weight, the Estates required not only that James II should swear an oath to abide by the terms, but also that the act should be included in the coronation oaths of his successors.2


Thus the king was being granted substantial additional income, albeit with strings attached. The annexed lands and lordships included all the recently forfeited Douglas estates together with other lands forfeited to the Crown during the reign of James I. The latter were substantial, including as they did the earldoms of Fife and Strathearn and other estates stretching from Lothian to Inverness-shire. The list of annexed castles is equally imposing – Edinburgh, Stirling, Dumbarton, Threave, Inverness, Urquhart, Redcastle, and Falkland palace – and to these were added all the customs of Scotland in James I’s hands on the day he died. In cash alone, these annexed lands, castles and customs were worth £6,000 per annum, while the king would continue to enjoy, and alienate at will, around £3,500 per annum from his unannexed estates. In return for this munificence, and no doubt with an eye on recent events, parliament added three further acts. March Wardenships were not to be made in fee and heritage, and the powers of the wardens and their courts were to be limited; no further regalities were to be granted by the king without consent of parliament; and in future no offices at all were to be given in fee and heritage. Indeed, all crown offices granted since 1437 were to be revoked, with the solitary exception of the March Wardenship given to the king’s second son, the infant Alexander, earl of March and lord of Annandale, born in 1454. As Roland Tanner has shown, it is a measure of the growing influence of parliament over crown finance, and therefore over the policies which any adult Stewart ruler would be able to pursue, that the Act of Annexation was by and large observed by James II and his successor.3


The principal source of conflict between Crown and parliament in the previous reign had been James I’s determination to levy extraordinary taxation, and the 1455 act was clearly designed to avoid a repetition of the struggles of the 1430s, which had culminated in an abortive attempt to arrest the king in parliament in the autumn of 1436, followed by his assassination four months later.4 The problem in the late 1450s was however rather more complex. In what were to prove the final five years of his life, James II was determined to convert the civil war which he had waged against the Douglases into a patriotic war against England. Indeed, following the surrender of Threave in July 1455, the king had immediately diverted the army which he had taken to the siege to cross the marches and launch an attack on Berwick.5 Although unsuccessful, this abortive strike indicated the shape of things to come. Berwick and Roxburgh, occupied by English forces since the wars of the previous century, had long been Scottish targets; and James II extended Scotland’s claims to lost territory to include the Isle of Man. Late in the reign he would go further and claim the county of Saintonge, on the west coast of France, from Charles VII, and demand that the Danish king cede the islands of Orkney and Shetland in full sovereignty.


At least part of this aggressive foreign policy – the recovery of territory lost to England – was broadly popular in Scotland. But it would prove costly, and it soon became clear that King James intended to fund border expeditions through taxation rather than by relying wholly on his recently augmented income. In October 1456, a General Council meeting in Edinburgh was confronted with a royal demand for taxation to finance attacks on Berwick and Roxburgh, and to send an embassy to France to seek aid from Charles VII.6 This tax seems to have been levied on the Third Estate alone, and once granted its payment appears to have been enforced. Although mainly used for the purpose for which it was raised, the tax did not provide the military success for which the king was striving; and in the spring of 1457, James II’s renewed efforts to take Berwick were abandoned.7 Worse still, King James’s revival of Scottish claims to the Isle of Man had already brought about unnecessary reverses in the south-west. Basing his attempt to recover Man on the claim that it was part of the diocese of the Isles, the king sent an expeditionary force from Kirkcudbright to dislodge the English Stanley family from Man; but this resulted only in one shipwreck, the building by the Stanleys of a curtain wall at Peel castle, and a retaliatory raid on Kirkcudbright in 1457 by the Stanleys and the exiled and forfeited James, ninth earl of Douglas. Kirkcudbright, created a royal burgh only two years before, was burned and the West March plundered.8


To the hapless inhabitants of Galloway and the West March, therefore, 1455 cannot have seemed a particularly significant date. The Douglases may have been forfeited, but their ability to raid their former estates at will must have raised doubts as to James II’s effectiveness in the south. Indeed, on one such raid the young David, earl of Crawford, son of the Tiger earl and the king’s ward, was captured and remained a prisoner of Douglas until his release was negotiated early in the next reign.9 Royal taxation and aggressive military activity had not brought stability to the borders, nor had Roxburgh or Berwick fallen to the Scots.


In other areas of royal policy, James II was no less forceful, but only arguably more successful. As the ’fifties advanced, his family multiplied, adding to his security but requiring him to find honours and estates for them all. The future king had been granted the dukedom of Rothesay, traditionally conferred on the heir to the throne. Some time in 1454 Mary of Gueldres produced a second son, Alexander, who is described as Earl of March and Lord of Annandale a year later; and by 3 July 1458 he had received the title Duke of Albany. However, as we have seen, efforts to invest him with the lordship of Man in 1455 foundered on the failure of the royal expedition to seize the island. Late in 1455 or early in 1456 a third royal brother, David, was born, and rapidly created Earl of Moray, the forfeited earldom of Archibald Douglas. A fourth son, John, was born to the king and queen some time in 1457, and received the earldom of Mar and Garioch between June 1458 and June 1459. The birth of a second daughter, Margaret, probably early in 1460, brought the total of royal Stewart siblings to five – three surviving sons, James, Alexander and John (David had died in infancy before 18 July 1457), and two daughters, Mary and Margaret.10


In the case of the infant Duke of Albany, James II’s grants signalled his second son’s future importance in royal government in southern Scotland. The dukedom of Albany was simply a title which conferred no land on the holder; but the earldom of March, centred on the powerful castle of Dunbar on the East Lothian coast, and the lordship of Annandale, with the West March stronghold of Lochmaben at its heart, gave the duke an obvious future interest in the March Wardenships. This was clearly James II’s intention; in parliament on 4 August 1455, ‘the wardanry of the marche . . . oure souerane lorde has gevin to his son alexander Erle of marche and lorde of ananderdalle’.11 This grant was obviously made more in hope than imminent expectation, as the duke was only one year old; but it would have momentous consequences in the next reign.


In his provision for his younger sons David and John, James II not only displayed a streak of ruthlessness, but also disappointed powerful north-eastern interests. Following the death and forfeiture of Archibald Douglas, earl of Moray, in 1455, the earldom fell into the hands of the Crown. When the king conferred the title on his third son David in 1456, Alexander Gordon, earl of Huntly, and his son George, both had reason to feel aggrieved; for George had swiftly entered into a contract to marry the Douglas widow Elizabeth Dunbar, probably in anticipation of receiving the earldom of Moray by way of dowry, while George’s father Earl Alexander was already married to Elizabeth Crichton, sister of the royalist James Crichton who had been granted, but probably never took possession of, the earldom in 1452.12 One way or another, then, the Gordon earl and his son and heir probably hoped that their loyal services (as they saw it) to James II during the Douglas civil war would be rewarded with the grant of Moray.


However, King James had already set his face against the extension of Gordon influence in the north-east. As we have seen, Moray went to the king’s infant son David in February 1456, and on David’s early death the following year, James not only kept the earldom in Crown hands, but set about trying to increase its profits through the appointment of four royal commissioners, headed by John Winchester, bishop of Moray, to revise the earldom’s rentals. Winchester, a committed royalist and the king’s man in Moray, also benefited by being allowed to retain lands in the sheriffdom of Inverness and Banff granted to him by the now forfeited Black Douglases Hugh, earl of Ormond, and John, Lord Balvenie.13 The Gordons, however, were not included in this redrawing of the north-eastern map by the king; the island fortress of Lochindorb, which Huntly hoped to acquire, was destroyed on King James’s orders, and Huntly himself was replaced as keeper of Kildrummy castle, at the heart of the earldom of Mar, by Patrick Lord Glamis.14 Perhaps out of frustration at their continuing failure to secure royal patronage, the Gordon earl and his son devastated the lands of Mar, and were forced to obtain a remission for this crime in March 1457.15


In his determination to secure control of the earldoms of Moray and Mar, and to avoid too great a concentration of power in the hands of any north-eastern family, James II undertook an extensive progress, including Aberdeen and Inverness in his travels, in the summer and autumn of 1457.16 On 5 November, the king was present at an assize of error, held in the tolbooth of Aberdeen, which considered and rejected the long-running claim of Thomas, Lord Erskine, to be recognised as Earl of Mar. Perhaps fearing that the Chancellor, William Sinclair, earl of Orkney, had Erskine sympathies, the king had removed Orkney from office and used the new incumbent of the Chancellorship – George Schoriswood, bishop of Brechin – as royal advocate on the assize.17 With a pliable Chancellor and the support of George, Lord Leslie, who held some lands within the earldom, James II easily prevailed. Within three months Leslie was rewarded with the earldom of Rothes, centred on his lands in north-east Fife;18 and Mar was granted to John, the king’s youngest son, by the summer of 1459.19 So much for Erskine’s record of loyalty to the Crown during the struggle with the Black Douglases.


King James’s marked lack of generosity to former supporters in the north-east contrasted sharply with his lavish distribution of remissions to former enemies. Thus at justice ayres in Inverness, Elgin and Banff, no fewer than 378 royal remissions were given to supporters of the MacDonald earl of Ross and his allies, including Ross’s half-brother Gillespic, who also received the keepership of Redcastle, in contravention of the Act of Annexation and in spite of the fact that he had joined the Douglases in raiding royal lands as recently as three years before.20 But if Huntly, Erskine and others of the king’s loyal subjects had had their noses put out of joint, James had the clear motives of seeking an understanding with Ross – for the time being – and, perhaps more importantly, acquiring money through profits of justice to help finance his campaigns in the south. Whatever the king’s perceived needs, however, there can be no doubt as to the unpopularity of remissions. In the roughly contemporary poem ‘The Harp’, appended to the Liber Pluscardensis, the poet laments the squandering of royal income since the ‘tendir age’ of the (unnamed) king, and condemns remissions in the strongest of terms; and Roland Tanner is surely right to see the poem not simply as conventional generalised criticism, a mirror for any prince, but as a specific complaint directed against James II.21 Following the spate of remissions in 1457, the subject was topical; and in March 1458 parliament legislated to try to limit the power of royal remissions. The poet’s strong language reflects the frustration of the Estates, whose members expected the king to be a fount of justice rather than a disruptive predator:




And when thow giffis a playn remission


In case requerand rigour of justice


But gudly caus, thou offendis to the cron,


And forfatis bath to God and thine office.22





Yet the complaint of the poet, if directed at James II and in hope of better things to come under his son, fell on deaf ears, as the events of the next reign would amply demonstrate.


Central to King James’s concerns in the late 1450s was not only the re-stocking of the nobility with loyal men, but the endowment of the burgeoning royal Stewart family. Apart from his sons, the king had two daughters, Mary and Margaret, for whom suitable marriages would have to be found; and he himself was a survivor of male twins, a solitary brother with six sisters. The finding of prestigious European marriages for James’s female siblings had provided the main thrust of Scottish diplomacy in the 1440s and early 1450s; but the Scots were knocking at an open door, for the rulers of France and Burgundy, Charles VII and Duke Philip the Good, both lacked daughters of marriageable age and could use the Stewart princesses by brokering marriages for them.23 For the royal Stewarts, the prospect of enhancing their family name and prestige through links with some of the greatest houses in Europe was dazzling; but in the event these foreign marriages achieved very little.


The eldest of the Stewart sisters, Margaret, born in 1424, had been married to the dauphin Louis (the future Louis XI) in 1436; but she died without issue at Châlons in August 1445, aged only twenty.24 Isabella, her younger sister, appeared to fare rather better, being married to Francis, duke of Brittany, in October 1442, and bearing her husband two daughters; but when Francis died in 1450, Isabella was swift to reject suggestions by her brother James II that she should remarry, probably suspicious that the Scottish king intended to try to influence the Breton succession. She announced that she was happy and well loved in Brittany, that King James had failed to pay her dowry (though as the king had only been twelve years old in 1442, he can hardly have been directly responsible for this omission), and that in any case she was too frail to travel (though she would in fact live for another forty years).25 The only long-term outcome of Isabella’s marriage, therefore, was that the next King of Scots, James III, would join Louis XI of France in casting predatory eyes on the duchy of Brittany.


Perhaps the most successful foreign marriage alliance was made by James II’s third sister, Mary. In 1444 she married Wolfaert van Borsselen, son and heir of Henric, Lord of Veere, Philip the Good of Burgundy’s admiral. The significance of the marriage lay not only in winning a diplomatic alliance with Burgundy, but in the benefits which would flow to Scottish traders in the Low Countries, an area traditionally associated with English commerce.26 Potentially even more alluring was the Habsburg alliance proposed by Charles VII of France for Eleanor, the Scottish king’s fourth sister, who had travelled to France with her younger sister Joanna in search of European marriages which would be arranged by the French king. At one stage in 1445 King Charles considered a match between Eleanor Stewart and Emperor Frederick III; and in the spring of 1447, a letter written by James II – or on his behalf – proposed to Charles VII that Eleanor could take her dead sister Margaret’s place as a bride for the Dauphin. Perhaps fortunately, in August 1447 negotiations got under way for Eleanor’s marriage to Sigismund, archduke of Austria; and the wedding took place at Innsbruck in 1449. But though it lasted for thirty-one years until Eleanor’s death in 1480, the marriage was childless, and following Eleanor’s state funeral – attended by neither French nor Scottish representatives – Sigismund rapidly acquired a second wife, Katherine of Saxony.27


All these marriages had been arranged during James II’s minority, providing almost constant ambassadorial work for the expatriate Scot Sir William Monypenny. If they mainly proved disappointments in the long run – at least as far as Stewart prestige abroad was concerned – King James did however benefit from the Burgundian connection established by his sister Mary’s marriage to Wolfaert van Borsselen in 1444; for it was to the court of Philip the Good of Burgundy that Scottish ambassadors travelled in 1448–9 to negotiate James II’s marriage to Mary of Gueldres, Burgundy’s niece.28


In the late 1450s, the Scottish king was left with the task of finding suitable marriages for his sisters Annabella and Joanna. Annabella, who had spent eleven years in Geneva without her betrothal to Louis, second son of the Duke of Savoy, leading to marriage, returned to Scotland in 1458; by the spring of 1460 she had been married to George Gordon, Master of Huntly, with the blessing of her brother the king. The match may have been intended by James II as compensation for Huntly’s failure to secure the earldom of Moray, and as a means of ensuring the earl’s loyalty in the future; for Huntly was too powerful to be ignored. Although the marriage lasted little more than a decade, the wedding itself may be seen as a defining moment in the Gordon–royal Stewart relationship, the point at which, politically, the earl and his heir came in from the cold. The role of the Master – second Earl of Huntly from July 1470 – would be crucial in James III’s reign. When he died in 1501, it was as James IV’s Chancellor; and there may be some significance in the fact that he was buried at Cambuskenneth abbey, close to James III and his queen, Margaret of Denmark.29


Joanna, the last of James II’s sisters, had been on the marriage market, both at home and abroad, for around fourteen years when she was finally married to James Douglas of Dalkeith, the newly created Earl of Morton, some time before May 1459. As Joanna was deaf and dumb, she must have been a less attractive marriage prospect than her sisters; but she was a royal Stewart, she bore four children to her husband, and the marriage lasted nearly thirty years.30 James II probably considered Joanna’s marriage to Morton as part of a package including the creation of the earldom, the king’s reward to a powerful family in a sensitive area south of Edinburgh, and who had remained loyal to the Crown during the Black Douglas civil war. Events were to show, however, that a royal Stewart marriage in one reign would not guarantee the family’s loyalty in the next.


James II was blessed not only with many sisters, but with three half-brothers, the offspring of the marriage of his formidable mother, the widowed queen Joan Beaufort, to Sir James Stewart, the ‘Black Knight’ of Lorn, in 1439. The three sons, John, James and Andrew, were in their teens by the mid-1450s, and in 1457 the eldest of the three, John Stewart of Balvenie, was created Earl of Atholl.31 The second son, James Stewart of Auchterhouse, would have to wait until 1469 for his earldom, that of Buchan; by that time he was already an experienced foreign traveller, diplomat, and an inveterate creator of feuds at home.32 The last of the three, Andrew Stewart, made his career in the church; already dean of Aberdeen and subdean of Glasgow by the late ’fifties,33 he proved himself a man of boundless ambition, and would use the later crisis of 1482 to attempt to acquire the greatest prize of all, the archbishopric of St Andrews. All three brothers clearly regarded themselves, and expected to be treated as, royal Stewarts. Around a decade older than James II’s son and heir, all three would play a significant, ambivalent and in some ways sinister political role in the next reign.


And there were other Stewarts who looked to be rewarded by the Crown. Two of them, Sir Andrew Stewart and Sir John Stewart of Darnley, committed themselves firmly to the royal cause on the same day, 22 February 1452, when they joined James II in plunging their daggers into the eighth earl of Douglas.34 Sir Andrew Stewart was the early beneficiary of this dramatic act of loyalty. In origin probably a bastard son of Sir Walter Stewart, son of Murdoch, duke of Albany, whose regal ambitions had been cut short by the royal headsman in 1425, Andrew Stewart began his career in royal service from rather a modest power base. But after February 1452, his fortunes rapidly changed for the better. In 1456 he was given the former Douglas barony of Avandale, and a year later was made a lord of parliament as Lord Avandale. Further rewards followed, including the Wardenship of the West March and his appointment as one of the conservators of the Anglo-Scottish truce of June 1457. In the spring of 1460, Avandale is named as guardian of the king – ‘gardianus regis’ – alternating with George, earl of Angus, in this role, which presumably involved providing a personal bodyguard for the king; and by 6 July 1460, Avandale had acquired the key post of Chancellor, bestowed on him by a king who had made something of a habit of hiring and firing Chancellors.35 Following the death of Chancellor Crichton in 1454, King James had replaced him with William Sinclair, earl of Orkney, who in turn was followed by George Schoriswood, bishop of Brechin, in 1456; Schoriswood’s role as negotiator with the failing Lancastrian dynasty in England may have made him unacceptable as Chancellor in 1460, and Avandale received the office.36 Remarkably, in view of the fact that his first appearance as Chancellor occurs on the last recorded royal charter of the reign – James II would be dead within four weeks – Avandale would retain the Chancellorship for no less than twenty-two years.37


Sir John Stewart of Darnley, another participant in the slaying of the eighth earl, was the grandson of his famous namesake who had fought and died in the service of Charles VII of France in the 1420s; and he inherited through his great-grandfather Duncan, earl of Lennox, a claim to the earldom of Lennox. He was a well-connected man, whose cousin was Lord of Aubigny-sur-Nère in Berry, and who enjoyed the appellation ‘consanguineus regis’ in royal charters of April–June 1452. However, Darnley inherited local feuds with powerful adversaries; his father Alan Stewart, returning to Scotland from France in 1438 to press his claim to the Lennox title, had been killed by Sir Thomas Boyd of Kilmarnock, and the response of Alan’s brother, Alexander ‘buktuth’, had been to kill Boyd the following year.38 As a result, Darnley found himself closely involved in a blood feud with the Boyds, a family close to the king, who made Robert Boyd, head of the Ayrshire family, a lord of parliament in the ‘packed’ parliament of June 1452. Wisely, James II displayed even-handedness in the Boyd–Stewart of Darnley feud by making John Stewart of Darnley Lord Darnley at the same meeting of the Estates.39 This was a cheap way of rewarding Darnley for his help in disposing of the eighth earl of Douglas while at the same time denying his claim to the earldom of Lennox. But the issue was merely deferred; Darnley’s determination to secure the Lennox title would guide his political allegiance throughout the following reign.


Outwith the orbit of the extended Stewart family, the most significant creation in James II’s restocking of the Scottish peerage was that of Colin Campbell, second Lord Campbell, who became Earl of Argyll some time before 24 October 1458. The combination of loyalty to the Crown and extensive and growing power in the west made the Campbells of Lochawe obvious candidates for royal favour; and it seems likely that, as Steve Boardman suggests, Colin’s elevation to earl was partly a grateful Crown response to Campbell assistance in James II’s expedition to the Firth of Clyde in 1457–8.40 The new Campbell earldom, taken together with Colin’s marriage to Isabel, daughter and co-heiress of John Stewart, Lord Lorn, enhanced the prestige and authority of the family in the west. In the next reign Earl Colin would build on both to become an indispensable man of business at court and on the royal council while extending his power as a great Highland magnate, using the marriages of his seven daughters to forge links with major families in the west.


The king completed his rebuilding of the peerage with the elevation to earl of a north-eastern magnate who had shown conspicuous loyalty to the Crown since he had been made a lord of parliament in 1444: William Lord Keith became Earl Marischal in 1458, deriving his title from the office which had remained with the Keith family since the time of Robert I. The title cost James II nothing, it ensured the loyalty of a regional magnate who had supported the Crown in the Black Douglas crisis and who would join the ranks of what one historian has sweepingly, if not entirely accurately, described as the conservative north.41


By the late 1450s, then, James II had duly rewarded his supporters with earldoms and lordships of parliament, had placated two potential troublemakers with royal Stewart marriages, and had provided his infant sons with earldoms in the south and north-east. In a mere six years since the killing of the eighth earl of Douglas, King James’s success had been spectacular. He had fought the Black Douglases over the status of Stewart monarchy, had destroyed them or driven them into a precarious existence as pensioners of a weakened English Crown, and could now regard his kingship as unassailable, a mirror image of that of his father, but more soundly based. In the realms of politics and war, his triumph was astonishing.


That triumph had however been achieved only at enormous cost to King James’s people, especially in the south of Scotland. The royal devastation of the south-west in July 1452, with little distinction made between friend and enemy, had been matched by the harrying and burning of Douglasdale and Avandale in the spring of 1455; and in the wake of conquest and war came pestilence and death ‘through the whole kingdom of Scotland’, according to a contemporary chronicler.42 The human cost of James II’s wars also involved a reduction in royal income; in Galloway the royal Chamberlain was forced to reduce the rents on fifteen landholdings on account of the poverty of Crown tenants ‘propter vastitatem [on account of the devastation]’.43 In a country racked with poverty and disease, both to some extent the result of royal policies, the king could be seen making money out of the profits of justice, not only in the spectacular raft of remissions for serious crimes in 1457, but also in his use of chamberlain ayres to impose fines on burgesses who contravened ancient customs, pursuing, as Tanner puts it, “the letter, not the spirit, of the law in a manner which was beginning to cause resentment’.44


This resentment is most clearly seen in the wording of the final clause of the articles of the parliament which met at Edinburgh on 6 March 1458 and produced a spate of wide-ranging legislation on civil and criminal justice, agricultural improvements, the relief of poverty, the money, the slaughter of wolves, and – significantly – the condemnation of ‘lesing makars’, individuals who told tales with the purpose of inciting discord between king and people. This last in itself reflected major discontent; and the Three Estates returned to the subject at the end of the parliament, with a diplomatic admonition to James II to observe parliamentary statutes:




. . . and attour sene God of his grace has send our souerane lorde sik progress and prosperite that all his rebyllys and brekaris of his Justice are removit out of his Realme and no maisterfull party remanande that may caus ony breking in his Realme sa that his hienes be inclynit in himself and his ministeris to the quiet and commoune profett of the Realm and Justice to be kepit amangis his lieges his thre estates with all humilite exhortis and requires his hienes to be inclynit with sik diligence to the execucione of thir statutis actis and decretis abone writtyn that God may be emplesit of him and all his lieges spirituale and temporale may pray for him to Gode and gif thankyng to him that sende thame sik a prince to thir governor and defendor.45




Parliament ‘exhorts and requires’ – this is the language of a body with sufficient power to seek to impose its will on the king, a reminder to James II of his coronation oath, made in June 1445, to rule with the consent of the Three Estates.46 Though parliament had been prepared to support the king, even when he stepped outside the law during the Douglas civil war, this diplomatic admonition of 1458 is a clear indicator that these days were over. Certainly government remained a matter for the king and the royal council; but the Estates, meeting in parliament or general council, had the power to insist on being consulted, especially over policies which involved the levying of taxation; and the lords of the articles, the elected committee of parliament which did the donkey work of drafting legislation for consideration by the full body of the Estates, frequently brought forward proposals which were inspired neither by the king nor his councillors. Sir Robert Rait’s overall dismissal of the Scottish parliament as a rubber stamp for royal policies, with the lords of the articles a royal board of control, is very wide of the mark.47


In effect, then, the legislation of the parliament of March 1458 was designed to put the brakes on the policies pursued by a headstrong ruler, reminding King James of his responsibilities and suggesting ways in which government might be improved. For example, very detailed instructions were laid down for the holding of ‘sessions’ – an itinerant supreme civil court – meeting for forty days at Aberdeen, Perth and Edinburgh respectively, with nine judges – lords of session – appointed, three from each estate of parliament. In this way, the Three Estates hoped to establish regular sessions based on parliamentary election rather than a body of judges subject to royal control. However, the act of 1458 was merely reiterating in stronger language legislation which had already been proposed in 1456. As the judges would not be paid, there must have been doubt from the outset as to whether the scheme would work; and those within parliament seeking change must have been dismayed by a further clause in the 1458 legislation, which laid down that, following the Aberdeen, Perth and Edinburgh sessions, new lords of session would be chosen not by the Three Estates, but by the king and council.48 It was, perhaps, a kind of compromise; but it left the Crown effectively in control of the sessions, and the subject did not re-surface in parliament until 1471.


King and parliament could however cautiously agree on one measure: the desirability of converting, where possible, existing landholdings to feu-farm tenure, with the king taking the lead in feuing Crown lands. The attraction was obvious; the holder of a feu was exempt from certain feudal casualties and possessed of a heritable and secure tenure. On the other hand, feu duties were invariably higher – sometimes considerably higher – than the former rents levied on the land, and were accompanied by the initial payment of a lump sum – the grassum – for the privilege of making the change. In later centuries, as Nicholson has pointed out, feuing was to become the most prominent form of landholding in Scotland; but in the mid- and late fifteenth century it may have been the case that there were not enough tenants with sufficient wealth to afford the high feus and the grassums which preceded them. James II followed up parliamentary advice to ‘begyne and gif exempill’ to others by granting twenty-three feu charters in July 1459, all of them to inhabitants of holdings surrounding the castle of Falkland, which the king had started to convert into an important royal residence.49 His primary motive was clearly to make more money out of royal lands; but it was not an example which was followed extensively in the next reign, and when James IV undertook a wholesale feuing of Crown lands from 1508 onwards, his officials were roundly condemned for so doing.50


Though the Estates would meet again in 1459 and 1460, the Edinburgh parliament of March 1458 is the last of this reign for which a reasonable record of matters discussed and legislation brought forward survives. Above all, this record shows a growing concern on the part of the Estates to ensure that the Crown played its proper part in domestic affairs. The problem was that, in the late 1450s, James II had become obsessed with foreign policy, above all with the desire to play an aggressive role in European diplomacy and war. James’s exalted view of himself as a European ruler of major importance is reflected in the diary of an Austrian nobleman, Jörg von Ehingen, in which are to be found portraits of ten contemporary rulers, including Philip the Good of Burgundy, Charles VII of France, Henry VI of England, and James II of Scotland. The portraits were based on drawings which von Ehingen made on his odyssey round European courts in the late 1450s. Whether James II would have featured in the diary at all if von Ehingen had not served as a page in the household of the Scottish king’s sister, Eleanor of Austria, at Innsbruck, is debatable; however, the contemporary portrait – the first of any Scottish ruler – not only provides us with a striking impression of the ‘fiery face’, but also places King James in the company of the most powerful men in Europe.51 James’s actions in his last years suggest that he would have regarded this as no more than his due.


King James had always valued the Franco-Scottish alliance, re-negotiated at Tours in 1448, close to the end of his minority, and ratified by the king himself the following year. But within a few years the alliance, sustained since the early fourteenth century by the need for France and Scotland to make common cause against a predatory English Crown, had diminished in importance with the final French victory in the Hundred Years’ War in 1453 and the subsequent slide towards civil war of the York and Lancaster factions at the heart of English government. In the late 1450s, then, the Auld Alliance had narrowed – for the time being – to become little more, in diplomatic terms, than occasional embassies and the exchange of friendly but distant letters between Charles VII and James II, with the Scottish king initiating schemes to push his French counterpart into commitments which Charles skilfully side-stepped.52 For example, in November 1458 King James laid claim to the west-coast French county of Saintonge, promised by Charles VII to James I in the treaty of Perth-Chinon made thirty years earlier in 1428. At that time, however, the Scottish king had promised Charles VII an army of 6,000 which had never materialised; so the French king, in 1458 as in 1428, withheld Saintonge.53 The issue, however, would not go away, resurfacing in the 1470s as a bone of contention between James III and Louis XI.


It may be that, in advancing the Scottish claim to Saintonge, James II was endeavouring to put pressure on the French king to be more accommodating in other areas of diplomacy. Of these, the most important to King James was the Scottish relationship with Christian I of Denmark, a ruler whose territorial ambitions – he had added Norway to his realm in 1451 and was recognised as King of Sweden in 1457 – far outran his financial resources. In the hope of making a modest addition to his income, Christian appealed to the French king to assist him in persuading the Scots to honour their ancient pledge of 1266 to pay an annual tribute of 100 marks to the Norwegian king in return for the transfer of the Hebrides to Scotland. Payment of this ‘annual’ had rapidly lapsed, with the entire fourteenth century going by without any movement on the part of the Scots either to make regular payments or to consider the matter of arrears. In a further treaty in 1426, James I had promised to pay up, but had not done so; thus the Danish king’s appeal to Charles VII of France some thirty years later seemed likely to put the Scots in an awkward diplomatic situation.54


King Charles summoned a convention to Paris for Whitsun 1457 to settle the matter; but long before it was due to meet, the Scots contrived to raise the diplomatic stakes. At some point in the winter of 1456–7, Bjarn Thorleiffson, governor of Iceland and a vassal of King Christian, was attacked and robbed in the Orkneys while sheltering from a storm. It is not clear exactly who was responsible for this outrage, but Christian I’s subsequent letter of complaint to Charles VII of France points the finger directly at James II. As the Danish king remarked, Thorleiffson had been on official business, carrying ecclesiastical rents from Iceland to Denmark, and Orkney was Danish-Norwegian territory; furthermore Thorleiffson had been taken into the King of Scots’ presence and his goods and furnishings were seized.55 Dr Barbara Crawford has argued that though the name of William Sinclair, earl of Orkney, is nowhere mentioned in King Christian’s complaint, the attack on Thorleiffson could hardly have been carried out on Orkney without Sinclair’s complicity or at least knowledge.56 Yet Sinclair was much more than a powerful regional magnate who happened to be a vassal of the king of Denmark–Norway; he was also Chancellor of Scotland since 1454, and made Earl of Caithness by James II on 28 August 1455, shortly after the siege of Threave and perhaps partly in recognition of Sinclair’s supervision of the royal artillery on that occasion.57 So it may be that king and earl acted together in seizing Christian I’s governor of Iceland.


An alternative scenario, since we cannot exactly date the assault on Thorleiffson, would be that the Sinclair earl, sacked as Chancellor by James II, acted alone in an effort to sabotage negotiations between the Scottish king and Christian I. For Sinclair found himself between a rock and a hard place. On the one hand, as Earl of Orkney he had successfully resisted paying rents or skatts to the king of Denmark– Norway, an independence of action which would certainly be challenged by any Scots–Danish rapprochement. On the other hand, as an ambitious Scottish magnate, he found his lands and influence in southern Scotland gradually being eroded, perhaps at the instigation of James II himself.58 The royal grant of the earldom of Caithness had been made only on condition that the earl gave up his rights to the lordship of Nithsdale, the keepership of the West March, the office of sheriff of Dumfries and a pension of £300 sterling from the royal customs;59 and when the king removed William Sinclair from the Chancellorship, some time in the winter of 1456–7, he may have been moved to do so by an increasing awareness of Sinclair’s dual allegiance. From King James’s point of view, a powerful vassal, possessed of offshore islands, was also the subject of another sovereign power. If, as Dr Crawford suggests, the Stewart kings, James II and his son, were determined to get their hands on Orkney and Shetland – not simply through the acquisition of sovereignty over them, but also through taking over their main source of authority and wealth, the earldom of Orkney60 – then the cutting down to size of the Sinclair earl, irrespective of his loyalty thus far, was a necessary starting point. So the issue of the ‘annual’ was for a time subsumed in internal Scottish politics; and William Sinclair, whose aspirations to play a major role in government are undoubted, found himself not only being squeezed out by the king, but also having to look to the defence of his northern estates against likely future royal encroachment. Hence Sinclair’s long-term programme of buying up lands in Orkney as a form of insurance; and his presence in the Edinburgh parliament of October 1459 may well reflect his need to protest the king’s recent actions, or at least to defend his own position.61


As for the ‘annual’, James II had no intention of paying up; rather, as Sinclair feared, his diplomatic belligerence was directed towards the acquisition of the Orkneys and Shetlands for himself. More significantly, he seems to have been playing a complex diplomatic game to enlist Charles VII of France not only in this cause, but in that of joining a European alliance against England. As early as 1456, when the French king’s son, the dauphin Louis, had rebelled against his father and then fled to Burgundy, King James and Henry IV of Castile had individually interceded on behalf of the dauphin; and in 1458 the Scots and Castilians found themselves harassed by English privateers in the Channel, and moving towards an alliance not only to combat these attacks, but also to further commercial interests and – perhaps – to secure easier access for pilgrims to the shrine of St James at Compostella.62 A flurry of Scottish diplomatic activity late in 1458 suggests that James II hoped to secure a truce leading to perpetual peace with Denmark– Norway; and he had sought for two years to build up a European coalition of France, Scotland, Milan, Castile, and possibly Naples and Aragon, directed against a weak and divided English government.63


In June 1456 King James had described the English, in a letter to Charles VII of France, as ‘the principal disturbers of the peace of all Christendom’.64 The Scottish king was however moved not so much by this perceived threat to Christendom as by the more obvious threat which England posed to his own kingdom. From a Scottish perspective, England was the country which harboured the surviving forfeited Black Douglases and which was still in possession of Berwick and Roxburgh, lost to the Scots in the wars of independence, only briefly regained, heavily defended by the English and accepted as legitimate targets for Scottish assault. Only three weeks after the Douglas débâcle at Arkinholm on 1 May 1455, the first battle in the struggle between the English houses of York and Lancaster took place at St Albans, producing a clear but, in the long term, less than decisive victory for the Yorkists.65 As he emerged from his own civil war, King James sought to make the most of his chances in dealing with an enemy at war with itself.


Yet even a weakened England could prove an extremely dangerous foe. As we have seen, James II had failed to take Berwick in the summer of 1455; and the business of his next parliament, meeting at Stirling in October of that year, concerned matters of defence rather than proposals for further invasion.66 A month later the Scottish king sent envoys to the French court to impress upon Charles VII that English forces expelled from Normandy and Aquitaine might now be used against Scotland. King James was undoubtedly exaggerating the urgency of the situation in order to try to draw Charles into an assault on English-held Calais;67 and in 1456 he began by making diplomatic noises rather than attempting to assail either Berwick or Roxburgh. But in Dr Annie Dunlop’s words, ‘James II showed himself a consummate opportunist who adroitly changed his sails to suit the political winds’.68 His ultimate aim was undoubtedly a successful war, not the peace which he continued piously to preach. Thus in May 1456 he both authorised the sending of an embassy, headed by Bishops Kennedy of St Andrews and Schoriswood of Brechin, to England, and almost at the same time sent Lyon King-at-Arms to renounce the Anglo-Scottish truce on the ground that the English had continually violated it.69 Much of this duplicitous diplomatic activity may have been intended to draw Charles VII into a war on Scotland’s side; but it was a high-risk strategy.


Predictably, the English response was robust. On 26 July 1456, a letter, written in Henry VI’s name, revived the age-old issue of English overlordship over Scotland. James II was described as ‘James, calling himself King of Scotland’, and was threatened with dire penalties for denying homage to his ‘liege superior’; and Richard, duke of York, described the Scottish king’s written renunciation of the truce as an ‘overweening and insensate epistle’.70 However, King James, a ruler long skilled in the art of the pre-emptive strike, had already launched an attack on Northumberland; in what the Auchinleck chronicler is pleased to call the king’s ‘first wayage in England’, James II destroyed seventeen towers and fortalices in a week’s campaign, harrying and burning to a distance of twenty miles beyond the border. The king, according to Auchinleck, ‘come hame with gret worschip’, presumably because there were apparently no Scottish casualties.71


On the other hand, little had been achieved. If King James had deliberately selected weak targets in Northumberland, English forces had done the same on Scotland’s south-east border, with the sheriffs of Berwick and Roxburgh reporting devastation in Longformacus, Rachburn, Cockburnspath and Graden;72 and the Scottish king was as yet no nearer to seizing the key strongholds of Berwick and Roxburgh, from which English troops could emerge to harry the surrounding countryside. Indeed, much of the business of the general council which met at Edinburgh in October 1456 concerned defence of the borders.73


The situation did not improve during the following two years. In February 1457, James II made a second abortive raid on Berwick; but by the summer he was forced to recognise that, for the time being, he could make no effective headway in the borders. On 6 August 1457 he ratified a two-year truce with England,74 subsequently extended to 1463 and then to 1468. If these extensions were optimistic, they served the function of allowing a further period of frenetic diplomacy; and there was of course no doubt that King James would break the truce if such a move seemed likely to work to his advantage.


Such an opportunity appeared to have arrived early in July 1460. On 4 July, what proved to be James II’s last parliament met at Edinburgh. Only a single act of the lords auditors survives; but the business of the Estates must have involved preparations for war.75 The king was clearly in bullish mood. He had already dispatched Bishop Kennedy to travel to Bourges in Berry, where Charles VII had agreed to act as mediator between the Scots and Danes in the matter of the ‘annual’; King James’s ambitious aims included a Danish marriage treaty, remission of the ‘annual’, and the acquisition of Orkney and Shetland in full sovereignty.76


Before the middle of June, Bishop Kennedy had sailed for Bruges – no doubt in style, aboard his great 500-ton barge, the Salvator, so much admired by the water bailiff of Sluys three years previously – and accompanied by the king’s second son, the six-year-old Alexander, duke of Albany, who was being sent to Gueldres for his education.77 However, Kennedy fell ill at Bruges, and King James had to appoint fresh ambassadors, both expatriates with ready access to the French court, Sir William Monypenny and Patrick Folkart, Captain of the Garde Écossaise, to represent the Scots at Bourges. These ambassadors of the defaulting Scottish king brushed aside the matter of the ‘annual’ except to demand that it be remitted, and went on to propose the cession to King James of the Danish king’s rights in Orkney and Shetland, and a marriage between Margaret, Christian I’s three-year-old daughter, and James, duke of Rothesay, for which the Danes would stump up the handsome dowry of 100,000 crowns. The Danish ambassadors, taken aback if not appalled, found a suitable loophole in the absence of Bishop Kennedy; it appeared that the Bishop of St Andrews still had in his possession at Bruges copies of the Scoto-Norwegian treaties of 1266 and 1426, which the Danes claimed were essential to the Bourges negotiations, and in the absence of which they asked for a four-month postponement.78 A few weeks later, James II was dead.


An air of purpose is evident in the Scottish king’s military preparations in July 1460. Parliament was clearly consulted about – and probably voted funds for – the campaign; Andrew Agnew, James’s own choice as sheriff of Wigtown, was sent as an envoy to the O’Neills of Ulster, possibly with a view to opening a second front against the English; and James II, with what the Auchinleck chronicler describes as a ‘great host’, prepared to take the field in person.79 Probably while parliament was still sitting in Edinburgh, the king received a momentous piece of news: on 10 July the Lancastrian dynasty had been overthrown at Northampton, with King Henry VI falling into the hands of the Yorkists.80 Henry’s formidable queen, Margaret of Anjou, was still active and well supported, and a full-scale struggle between York and Lancaster seemed inevitable. In short, it was an ideal time for James II to take advantage of English governmental collapse and to seek to recover Berwick and Roxburgh by force.


As we have seen, James’s second son Alexander had already been sent abroad to Gueldres; the king’s son and heir, the eight-year-old James, duke of Rothesay, remained in Edinburgh with the queen when the royal host went south. With the heir to the throne will have been his tutor, Master Archibald Whitelaw, already a trusted diplomat in James II’s tortuous negotiations with Richard, duke of York,81 and probably also Sir Alexander Boyd of Drumcoll, colourfully described much later as the prince’s instructor in chivalric exercises.82 The prince’s education, with Whitelaw to care for his mind and Boyd for his body, was in safe and loyal hands; for Whitelaw was not only a diplomat but also a distinguished humanist who would serve as royal Secretary for more than thirty years from 1462, while Boyd’s skill in chivalric exercises included joining the king in thrusting his dagger into the eighth earl of Douglas in 1452.


Within ten days of the battle of Northampton, reports were circulating in England that the Scottish king’s objective was Berwick;83 certainly James’s keen interest in Berwick as a target is reflected in the exchequer audit of 1460. Initially, however, he planned to take Roxburgh castle, a major fortress placed strategically between the rivers Tweed and Teviot on a mound some seventy feet high, commanding a superb all-round view. Maintained by the English at the enormous cost of £1,000 per annum in time of truce, and double that amount in wartime, Roxburgh was a forbidding military objective.84 And in the fifteenth century, it was almost a symbol of Scottish failure. Archibald, fourth earl of Douglas, had failed to take it in the ‘Foul Raid’ of 1417; more shamefully, James I had not only failed to take Roxburgh in 1436, but had abandoned the siege and his artillery, a failure which contributed to subsequent opposition in parliament and the king’s assassination six months later. A further twenty years having passed, James II launched a raid on Roxburgh in the summer of 1456, but largely confined himself to laying waste lands subject to the English garrison.85


In late July 1460, however, the king meant business. With the great host on its southward journey went James’s artillery, not only those guns which had helped to reduce Abercorn and Threave, but probably also Mons Meg, a gift from Philip the Good of Burgundy in 1457, and the heaviest piece of artillery in the British Isles until the eighteenth century.86 By the end of the month King James had opened the siege of Roxburgh, probably siting his guns to the north of the Tweed, in the modern South Park of Floors castle and about a mile east of the burgh of Kelso. From this vantage point the royal artillery could pound Roxburgh castle, with the river between the guns and the fortress and therefore in no danger of being overrun by a sudden sally from the garrison.


In fact, the danger was much closer to home. On Sunday 3 August, James II ‘unhappely was slane with ane gun the quhilk brak in the fyring’.87 The king who had lived close to artillery for much of his short life had died through a fault in one of his own guns. Only the Auchinleck chronicler’s brief account of James’s death is contemporary; but sixteenth-century writers were keen to elaborate on James’s demise and point the obvious moral. Thus John Mair remarked in 1521 that the king’s death was ‘a lesson to future kings that they should not stand too close to instruments of this sort when these are in the act of being discharged’.88 Mair’s later statement of the remarkably obvious was perhaps necessary, for Stewart fascination with artillery did not end with the death of James II.


Nor did the death of the king result in the dispersal of the Scottish host. On the contrary, five days later, on Friday 8 August, ‘all the lordis that war thar . . . richt wysly and manfully wan the forsaid castell and tynt nocht a man may in the wynning of it’. If, as Auchinleck suggests, the Scots suffered no further casualties, this is perhaps a tribute to the effectiveness of all bar one of James’s guns; or it may be that the garrison surrendered. In any event, those conducting the siege had already sent to Edinburgh for Prince James and his mother, who arrived in Kelso on the day that Roxburgh fell. Speed was essential; in time of war, the heir to the throne had to be crowned as quickly as possible, and a journey to the traditional coronation site of Scone by all the dramatis personae was out of the question. So on Sunday 10 August, exactly a week after James II’s death and two days after the fall of Roxburgh, Prince James was crowned king, as James III, at Kelso.89 He was eight years of age; his father had been twenty-nine.


James II’s legacy to his son was an ambiguous one. On the credit side, it should be said at once that James III faced fewer problems on his accession than either his father or grandfather; for James II, the first successful Stewart monarch in the sense that he stayed the course to the end, his death resulting in ‘gret dolour throu all Scotland’,90 had greatly increased the authority and resources of the Crown. He had done so by facing up to and destroying with ruthlessness and duplicity a formidable combination of magnates headed by the Black Douglases, thereby adding substantially to his wealth and powers of patronage. He had worked tirelessly, albeit with limited success, to build alliances with European powers as potential allies in the struggle with England. And he would leave a good enough reputation for sixteenth-century writers to extol at length. John Lesley, bishop of Ross, produced a succinct eulogy of James II which broadly sums up later writers’ views of the king. ‘Of harte’, says Lesley, ‘he was couragious, politique in councell, in adversite nothing abashed . . . in peace just and mercyfull, in warre sharpe and fierce . . . he had greit trubles in civil and intestine warres in his youthedde; bot in the tyme of his later daies, his realme was in quiet prosperous estaite’.91


When Lesley wrote, more than a century after James II’s death, his readers could perhaps be forgiven for not realising that James’s ‘later daies’ were his late twenties. This was no elder statesman basking in the glow of the peace created by the victories of his youth, but a young man pushing his rights, frequently beyond custom or the law, sacking his major officers of state with an alarming frequency, indulging in wholesale remissions for serious crimes to make money out of the administration of royal justice, and moving the Three Estates in the 1458 parliament to record an explicit criticism of royal policies, coupled with the requirement that in future the king take heed of parliamentary statutes. King James’s personal rule was so short that we have no means of knowing whether or not parliament would have been able to curb his excesses, or indeed whether the cautious patronage in titles, lands and offices which he exercised in his last years would have paid off politically. Perhaps we do not need to accept the extreme view of the Glasgow medical authority who in 1935 suggested that the ‘fiery face’, James II’s huge vermilion birthmark, indicated the development of pathological lesions which might eventually have turned the king into a diseased tyrant;92 however, it is easy to understand the concern of those who in 1458 exhorted King James to obey the law.


If the king’s legacy was ambiguous, his work was also incomplete. In the north and west, John MacDonald had been rewarded rather than punished for defiance of the Crown. Abroad the talks about a Danish alliance and the future of Orkney and Shetland had been postponed; and as the king had died in the course of the successful siege of Roxburgh, Berwick remained in English hands and the kingdom of Scotland was at war. Much urgent business therefore awaited the minority government of the eight-year-old James III, and in the short term much of it would be resolved satisfactorily. However, in the longer term the most dangerous legacy inherited by the new king was the royal Stewart family itself; for no administration could ultimately hope to succeed without satisfying, or ruthlessly curbing, the growing ambitions of its many members.
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