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Foreword



Jenny Wormald (1942–2015) embodied the forthright spirit of that No Mean City in which she was born and raised. Glasgow schooled her right through to post-graduate level and the first part of her academic career; it was at the University of Glasgow that she undertook her doctorate, and there indeed she met her two successive husbands. Her life’s work of writing and teaching generously displayed those qualities on which Glaswegians are apt to congratulate themselves. What still remained the second city of Empire in her childhood prided itself on its cosmopolitan outlook: Jenny’s remoulding of Scottish history revelled in demonstrating Scotland’s place and significance in a wider world. Perhaps her brisk intolerance of lazy thinking and genteel evasion could have been fostered elsewhere, but the Clyde afforded a wide thoroughfare for that formation.


In a city whose modern history has been structured around religious polarisation, Jenny committed herself while a university student to Roman Catholicism. Her Catholicism did not include especial esteem for many members of the Catholic ecclesiastical hierarchy, past or present, and her fury was particularly engaged in her last years by the actions of the Scottish Catholic Church authorities regarding the future care of Catholic archives. She became prominent in the campaign waged by historians against what was happening, all the more formidably for her inside knowledge of how Scottish Catholicism functioned. My email exchanges with her from that time sparkle with her strictures on eminent churchmen, worthy of comparison with the finest flytings of the Scottish Renaissance; prudence suggests that they should still best be left unquoted. At the nadir of that sorry affair, she told me that she even contemplated a return to the Church of Scotland, but ultimately thought better of it.


Such unclericalist faith made for an admirable and entertainingly astringent balance in Jenny’s construction of Scotland’s past: John Knox suffered the lash of her tongue as much as defenders of the old religion. She enjoyed pointing out that this monumentalised hero of the Scottish Reformation ‘had in his earlier career been remarkably indifferent to the Scottish earth, preferring the English’ while busily building a promising ecclesiastical future in England during the reign of Edward VI. This was the beginning of a clear-eyed reassessment of that obsessively self-fashioning cleric that continues to inspire later historical generations.1 In her first book, Jenny paid tribute to her adoptive parents for their encouragement ‘to realise that Protestants and Catholics should never be judged as “right” or “wrong”’.2 There are Catholic historians, whose writings shout ‘Catholic’ at the reader line by line, and there are historians who are Catholics. Jenny placed herself emphatically in the latter category. She ignored narrative shibboleths that had sustained Scottish Catholics in nursing their wounds from a beleaguered past, but, equally, she energetically hacked away at rival versions of the national story designed to massage different egos.


Scottish identity has thus been inescapably moulded by its contentious religious history; as late as the twentieth century, the tribal religious allegiance of historians has often determined the way in which that history has been told. Across the chasm of the Reformation, Roman Catholic, Presbyterian or Scottish Episcopal searchlights shone their different beams on the medieval Scottish Church, and likewise lit up the contours of what happened after the Reformation with radically contrasting versions of chiaroscuro. Regardless of these partialities, the course of events was so very unlike Reformation in the kingdom beyond Scotland’s southern border, particularly in the Scots’ lack of deference to the wishes of their successive reigning monarchs. The Scottish Reformation has disconcerted the English, let alone the continuing separate existence of a nation that not only provided them with a ruling dynasty in 1603, but which also preserved its distinctive self-consciousness when the two national Protestant elites struck a deal in 1707. This inconsiderately individual past was best relegated to a few side-glances, alongside the big news of England’s rise to greatness and to what it liked to see as its starring role in the resulting United Kingdom.


The enormous condescension of Westminster or Oxbridge posterity has not been without its Scottish allies from Walter Scott onwards when framing an historical narrative for the northern realm. Intent on engaging the interest of visitors spending their time and holiday cash in Scotland, many writers did not resist the temptation of emphasising the picturesque (which characteristically meant the violent and apparently lawless) in Scotland’s past. The net effect was to suggest a Wrong but Wromantic polity which as far back as the Angevin era had just been waiting for the instruction in good government provided by neighbouring England in order to find Scotland’s road to Victorian productivity and prosperity.


From the outset, Jenny’s work challenged this cosy nexus of assumptions about Scottish history: her Glasgow doctorate focused on the nobility, who were generally the anti-heroes of traditional narratives, but looked at them in a new light. This was possible through her rigorous and systematic reconsideration of a category of primary manuscript source scattered but relatively abundant by Scottish archival standards, the ‘bonds of manrent’: agreements on service between greater and lesser members of the landed elite during the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. Insofar as previous historians had considered these bonds, they had generally done so through a conceptual framework of ‘feudalism’, with the implication that neighbouring England had done a better job of escaping such incitements to seigneurial lawlessness because of its precociously crafted system of royal justice centred on Westminster. By contrast, Jenny argued that the flexible relationships created by bonds of manrent were an effective way of managing a society based on clan and kin; moreover, the more effective monarchs of Scotland were those who exercised their rule with due consideration of this reality. Scottish medieval government had worked, in its own terms – despite the debilitating effects of a state of war provoked by England in the late thirteenth century, in formal terms ending only a quarter-millennium later. In fact, it might be argued that Scottish government in its diversity worked better than the English system, particularly during the fifteenth century, when England for a considerable period seemed to be degenerating into a failed state.


The demands of family and early-career teaching delayed the implications of this major reassessment reaching a wider audience: but the 1980s witnessed a dazzling succession of Jenny’s publications. It also saw her move universities from Glasgow to Oxford, which was both a lions’ den of Anglocentric historiography and home to many friends delighted to welcome such a stimulating colleague. Later she would be rejoined in Oxford by her second husband Patrick, another brilliant historian and teacher, who equally stylishly remoulded his chosen field, Anglo-Saxon England. First in 1980 came a Past and Present article that set out the implications of Jenny’s doctorate, ‘Bloodfeud, Kindred and Government in Early Modern Scotland’.3 The following year, the New History of Scotland series offered Jenny the luxury of presenting her decade’s worth of reflection on these conclusions in a fresh and comprehensive portrait of Scotland during a long sixteenth century, Court, Kirk and Community: Scotland 1470–1625. Now Jenny’s exhilaratingly athletic prose and wit were unleashed for the entertainment and instruction of a public way beyond higher education. Her brief for the book from the editors meant that she could now present her considered views on the sequence of Stewart monarchs who coped in their own fashions not merely with the complexity of their realm, but with the European-wide Reformation from the 1520s. This would lead to Jenny’s classic biography of the unavoidable Mary Queen of Scots.4


To describe Mary Queen of Scots: A Study in Failure as revisionist would be inadequate. The royal star of courtly France, Kirk o’ Field, Lochleven and Fotheringhay had been afforded a longer and more incident-filled career than England’s King Richard III to enable detractors or partisans to digest her into villainess or tragic heroine. Jenny made Mary considerably more interesting than either of these extremes, and more also than the subject of a judicious sixth-form essay with its ‘on the one hand . . . on the other hand’. In Wormald’s stark judgement, notwithstanding due human sympathy for the dilemmas, muddle and good intentions of a female Renaissance monarch, her Mary exhibited the sorry spectacle of ‘a queen regnant reluctant to rule’.5 Around the queen prowled a variety of men who were only too pleased to have a go at ruling, and despite Mary’s considerable talent for fascinating males, she had no idea how to stop them. Hence her throwing away all the advantages of her position, which might have aided the large number of her subjects opposed to the imposition of Protestantism in stopping the Scottish Reformation in its tracks.


Jenny experienced the intimacy of biographer and subject to the unusual extent of claiming that the spectral monarch, affronted at the unvarnished portrait in the biography, on one occasion made a lively attempt to push her downstairs. In the wake of that (characteristically unsuccessful) initiative, and after Jenny’s prolonged historical exchanges with colleagues and an engaged public, the subtitle of her revised biography from 2001 is significantly broader than the original. Yet Politics, Passion and a Kingdom Lost still sounds the tocsin of defeat, echoed sonorously in the last thoughts of the text: Mary ‘should have her new beginning as a model for those historical figures whose allotted role was beyond their own attainment. That is tragedy enough.’6


Queen Mary’s best gift to her kingdom was her infant son James, who in the course of time outwitted uncongenial male attempts to educate or manipulate him and became one of the most successful and creative monarchs in Scotland’s history – with little doubt, the Scottish king with the largest quotient of brains down the centuries. His reputation in the second realm that became his home from 1603 has never been as high as in his first. That paradox fascinated Jenny, and led in 1983 to one of her most influential and closely argued short-length studies, ‘James VI and I: Two Kings or One?’: the product of at least six years of thought and revision.7 Appropriately, the first version had been presented in a seminar at Queen’s University Belfast; for James died in 1625 a king three times over, Ireland being his third realm (we may lay aside the English delusion that its monarchs also ruled France, sustained till 1801).


Jenny’s theme in reassessing King James was the problem of government familiar in many parts of Europe in the early modern period: the management of multiple kingdoms by a single individual monarch. James planned great things for the whole continent, for a peaceful international future, and for the reconciliation of its warring Christianities. Although his grand scheme never materialised any more than most grand schemes, there were intellectual and cultural fruits aplenty from those whom he encouraged or inspired in the European republic of letters. Left in the hands of his son, a true grandson of Mary Queen of Scots, triple monarchy in the Atlantic Isles disintegrated into what in 1977 English historians still habitually called ‘the Civil War and Interregnum’. In this post-Wormald age, we view that archipelago-wide crisis with greater accuracy and conceptual fertility as ‘the Wars of the Three Kingdoms’.


It was one of our many losses by Jenny’s too-early death in her Edinburgh retirement that she never wrote the full-length life of James VI and I that could have been a keystone of all she achieved. There is a substantial glimpse of what it would have been like in her extended article of 2004 on the king for the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (chapter 1 in this volume), together with the other contents of this volume, which amount to a transformed understanding of a pivotal moment in early modern history throughout these islands. Thanks not simply to her own writing, but to the creative fresh thoughts of her students and admirers in the next generation, Scottish history has exited the kailyard and taken its place at the heart of Europe. Personal memories of her will gradually fade: her zest for friendship and festivity, her warm encouragement of young historians, and her passion and clarity as a speaker in every register from comedy to personal tragedy. There will remain the dynamic of her research and thought, setting a course for understanding medieval and early modern Scotland that is her especial gift to British and indeed international history.


Diarmaid MacCulloch
Emeritus Professor of the History of the Church, University of Oxford


NOTES


1 J. Wormald, ‘Godly Reformer, Godless Monarch: John Knox and Mary Queen of Scots’, in R. A. Mason (ed.), John Knox and the British Reformations (Aldershot: Ashgate, 1998), pp. 220–41, at p. 226. For the magisterial presentation of a ‘new’ John Knox that appeared in the year of Jenny’s death, see J. Dawson, John Knox (Newhaven, CT: Yale University Press, 2015).


2 J. Wormald, Court, Kirk and Community: Scotland 1470–1625 (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 1981), p. viii (I have corrected an obvious typo).


3 J. Wormald, ‘Bloodfeud, Kindred and Government in Early Modern Scotland’, Past and Present 87 (1980), 54–97.


4 J. Wormald, Mary Queen of Scots: A Study in Failure (London: George Philip, 1987), revised as Mary Queen of Scots: Politics, Passion and a Kingdom Lost (London: Tauris, 2001).


5 Wormald, Mary Queen of Scots: Politics, Passion and a Kingdom Lost, p. 107.


6 Ibid., p. 192.
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Acknowledgements



The editor and publishers gratefully acknowledge those who generously gave permission to reproduce the essays in this volume, all of which were originally published in other sources, as detailed below in chronological order.


Jennifer M. Brown, Scottish Politics 1567–1625
In Alan G. R. Smith (ed.), The Reign of James VI and I (London: MacMillan, 1973), pp. 22–39. Reproduced with permission of SNCSC.


Maurice Lee, James VI and the Aristocracy
Scotia 1 (1977), 18–23.


Jenny Wormald, James VI: New Men for Old?
Scotia 2 (1978), 70–6.


Jenny Wormald, James VI and I: Two Kings or One?
History, 68 (1983), 187–209.


Jenny Wormald, Gunpowder, Treason and Scots
Journal of British Studies 24 (1985), 141–68. © North American Conference on British Studies, published by Cambridge University Press, reproduced with permission.


Jenny Wormald, No Bishop, No King: The Scottish Jacobean Episcopate, 1600–1625
In Bernard Vogler (ed.), Miscellanea Historiae Ecclestiasticae, 8 (Louvain: Bibliothèque de la Revue d’Histoire Ecclésiastique, 1987), pp. 259–67.


Jenny Wormald, James VI and I, Basilikon Doron and The Trew Law of Free Monarchies: the Scottish Context and the English Translation
In Linda L. Peck (ed.), The Mental World of the Jacobean Court, 1991, pp. 36–54. © Cambridge University Press, 1991.


Jenny Wormald, The Union of 1603
In Roger Mason (ed.), Scots and Britons: Scottish Political Thought and the Union of 1603, 1994, pp. 17–40. © Cambridge University Press 1994.


Jenny Wormald, Ecclesiastical Vitriol: The Kirk, the Puritans and the Future King of England
In John Guy (ed.), The Reign of Elizabeth I: Court and Culture in the Last Decade, 1995, pp. 171–91. © Cambridge University Press 1995.


Jenny Wormald, James VI of Scotland, I of England: [Literary Biography]
In David A. Richardson (ed.), Dictionary of Literary Biography, vol. 172: Sixteenth-Century British Nondramatic Writers, Fourth Series (Detroit, MI: Gale, 1996), 119–35. © 1997 Gale, a part of Cengage, Inc. Reproduced by permission. www.cengage.com/permissions.


Jenny Wormald, James VI, James I and the Identity of Britain
In Brendan Bradshaw and John Morrill (eds), The British Problem, c.1534–1707: State Formation in the Atlantic Archipelago (London: Macmillan, 1996), pp. 148–71. Reproduced with permission of SNCSC.


Jenny Wormald, Review of King James and Letters of Homoerotic Desire by David M. Bergeron
English Historical Review 115 (2000), 460–1.


Jenny Wormald, The Witches, the Devil and the King
In Terry Brotherstone and David Ditchburn (eds), Freedom and Authority: Scotland, c.1050-c.1650: Historical and Historiographical Essays Presented to Grant S. Simpson (East Linton: Tuckwell Press, 2000), pp. 165–80.


Jenny Wormald, ‘Tis True I am a Cradle King’: The View from the Throne
In Julian Goodare and Michael Lynch (eds), The Reign of James VI (East Linton: Tuckwell Press, 2000), pp. 241–56.


Jenny Wormald, James VI and I (1566–1625)
Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, edited by Colin Matthew and Brian Harrison, Oxford University Press, September 2004; online edn, Sept 2014 [http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/14592, accessed 3 Oct 2017]. © Oxford University Press 2004–16. All rights reserved.


Jenny Wormald, Royal Dunfermline to Royal Whitehall: The Stresses of Moving House
In Richard Fawcett (ed.), Royal Dunfermline (Society of Antiquaries of Scotland, 2005), pp. 199–208. Reproduced with permission.


Jenny Wormald, O Brave New World? The Union of England and Scotland in 1603
Proceedings of the British Academy, 127 (2005), 13–35. © The British Academy 2005.


Jenny Wormald, The Happier Marriage Partner: The Impact of the Union of the Crowns on Scotland
In G. Burgess, R. Wymer and J. Lawrence (eds), The Accession of James I: Historical and Cultural Consequences (Basingstoke, Macmillan, 2006), pp. 69–87. Reproduced with permission of SNCSC.


Jenny Wormald, The Headaches of Monarchy: Kingship and the Kirk in the Early Seventeenth Century
In Julian Goodare and Alasdair MacDonald (eds), Sixteenth Century Scotland: Essays in Honour of Michael Lynch (Leiden: Brill, 2008), pp. 366–93. Reproduced with permission.


Jenny Wormald, ‘A Union of Hearts and Minds?’ The Making of the Union between Scotland and England, 1603
In Jon Arrieta and John Elliott (eds), Forms of Union: The British and Spanish Monarchies in the Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries (Eusko Ikaskuntza: Editorial S.A. Sociedad de Estudios Vascos, 2010), pp. 109–24.


Jenny Wormald, The ‘British’ Crown, the Earls and the Plantation of Ulster
In Eamonn Ó Ciardha and Michél Siochru (eds), The Plantation of Ulster: Ideology and Practice (Manchester University Press, 2012), pp. 18–32. Reproduced with permission.


Jenny Wormald, The Gowrie Conspiracy: Do We Need to Wait until the Day of Judgement?
In Miles Kerr-Peterson and Steven J Reid (eds), James VI and Noble Power in Scotland, 1578–1603 (Routledge, 2017), pp. 194–206.





Abbreviations



ARCHIVES






	BL


	British Library







	NAS


	National Archives of Scotland. Now NRS, National Records of Scotland







	NLS


	National Library of Scotland







	PRO


	Public Record Office (now the National Archives)







	TNA


	The National Archives








PRIMARY SOURCES






	APS


	The Acts of the Parliament of Scotland, 12 vols, ed. T. Thomson and C. Innes (Edinburgh, 1814–75)







	BUK


	The Booke of the Universall Kirk: Acts and Proceedings of the General Assemblies of the Kirk of Scotland, 1560–1618, 4 vols, ed. T. Thomson (Maitland Club, 1839–45)







	Calderwood, History


	David Calderwood, The True History of the Church of Scotland, 8 vols (Wodrow Society, Edinburgh, 1842–9)







	CBP


	Calendar of Letters and Papers relating to the affairs of the Borders of England and Scotland, 2 vols, ed. J. Bain (Edinburgh, 1894–96)







	CSP Ireland


	Calendar of State Papers Relating to Ireland, 24 vols (London: 1860–1911)







	CSP Scot


	Calendar of State Papers, Scotland, 13 vols, ed. J. Bain et al. (Edinburgh, 1898–1969)







	CSP Spain


	Calendar of Letters, Despatches and State Papers Relating to the Negotiations between England and Spain Preserved in the Archives of Simancas and elsewhere, ed. G. A. Bergenroth (London, 1862–1934)







	CSP Venetian


	Calendar of State Papers Relating to English Affairs in the Archives of Venice, 8 vols, ed. R. Brown (London, 1864–1947)







	HMC


	Historical Manuscripts Commission







	HMC, Mar and Kellie


	Historical Manuscripts Commission, Report on the Manuscripts of the Earl of Mar and Kellie, 2 vols, ed. H. Paton (London, 1904–30)







	HMC, Portland


	Historical Manuscripts Commission, The Manuscripts of His Grace the Duke of Portland, 10 vols (London, 1891–1931)







	HMC, Salisbury


	Historical Manuscripts Commission, Calendar of the Manuscripts of the Marquess of Salisbury, 23 vols (London, 1883–1973)







	James VI, Basilikon Doron


	James VI, Basilikon Doron, ed. J. Craigie, 2 vols (Scottish Text Society, 1944–50)







	James VI, Poems


	The Poems of James VI of Scotland, 2 vols, ed. J. Craigie (Scottish Text Society, 1955–8)







	James VI, Political Writings


	King James VI and I: Political Writings, ed. J. P. Sommerville (Cambridge, 1994)







	James I, Political Works


	James I, Political Works, ed. C. H. McIlwain (New York, 1918)







	James VI, Prose Works


	Minor Prose Works of King James VI and I, ed. J. Craigie (Scottish Text Society, 1982)







	James VI, Letters


	Letters of James VI and I, ed. G. P. V. Akrigg (Berkeley, CA, 1984)







	Melville, Diary


	James Melville, The Autobiography and Diary of James Melville (Wodrow Society, Edinburgh, 1842)







	Pitcairn, Criminal Trials


	R. Pitcairn (ed.), Criminal Trials in Scotland, 1488–1624, 3 vols (Edinburgh, 1833)







	RPCS


	Register of the Privy Council of Scotland, ed. J. H. Burton et al. (Edinburgh, 1877–)







	Spottiswoode, History


	John Spottiswoode, History of the Church of Scotland, ed. M. Napier and M. Russell, 3 vols (Spottiswoode Society, 1847–51)








OTHER






	ODNB


	Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, edited by Colin Matthew and Brian Harrison, Oxford University Press, September 2004; online edn, September 2014











Introduction



James VI was perhaps the most unusual of all Scottish monarchs. In an age when the ideal model of kingship was that of a James IV or Henry VIII – a bellicose, self-aggrandising Renaissance Prince – James VI was a peace-loving, sharp-witted, yet outwardly somewhat awkward, philosopher king. Today, he is best-known as the king who survived Guy Fawkes’ attempt to blow up Parliament in 1605, or, to lesser extents, as the king who united the crowns of Scotland and England in 1603, and who commissioned the Bible translation that still bears his name. He might be variously remembered for his sinister curiosity in witch-hunting, his continuation of the policy of Plantation in Northern Ireland or for being too fond of his male favourites. While there is a vast literature presenting many different views of James’s immediate predecessors, Mary Stuart and Elizabeth Tudor, and likewise his successor Charles I, there is nothing comparable in James’s case. Yet this was a king who was an author and a thinker, a king who loved debate, a king who brought peace and stability to Scotland after a period of civil war, and who was the first Scottish monarch since Robert the Bruce to die peaceably and to leave Scotland free of crisis. This was a king who achieved something no other king or queen had done since the days of the tenth-century English king Athelstan, namely to rule all of Britain. James achieved this without warfare, unlike Athelstan, or those who attempted and failed at the same, Edward I or Henry VIII.


The late Jenny Wormald’s (1942–2015) impact on our understanding of late medieval and early modern Scottish kingship, nobility and bloodfeud is extensive.1 That she should be most strongly associated, in all likelihood, with her damning critique of the rule of James’s mother, Mary, Queen of Scots, a figure for whom she had very little time whatsoever, is perhaps regrettable.2 Wormald certainly had much more time and affection for Mary’s son, James. Alongside her other broad interests in Scottish history, Wormald wrote extensively on almost all aspects of James’s reign, but never found the time to write her full book-length biography of the king. Such a book had been conceived in the 1970s, and a contract signed, but as time wore on, her energies were increasingly preoccupied in teaching, lecturing and producing shorter articles. If latterly asked when she would undertake such a book, her response was that it would be a nice idea, but very unlikely to happen.3 Sadly, with her death at the age of 73, any hope of such a biography was extinguished. Jenny’s published writings on James show that the putative biography would have been a cornerstone of any future discussion of his reign. That the biography was never written is one of the great losses to Scottish and British history.4


This volume is an attempt to reveal a flavour of that lost work, by bringing together Wormald’s significant contributions to our understanding of James’s reign. The primary objectives are two-fold. The first is to give the wider public access to a sympathetic and scholarly exploration of James’s life and reign, presenting a king still sadly unfamiliar to the popular mind. The second is to showcase Wormald’s core arguments regarding James. These include the notion that King James I of England and his reign cannot possibly be understood without a genuine, deep understanding of James VI of Scotland; that James was not ‘the wisest fool in Christendom’ as he is often portrayed, but an intelligent and shrewd political player; that he was not a disgusting and crass individual, but possessed a largely charming and jovial personality. All these things are absent from the popular image of James as a slobbering, pompous buffoon, an image rooted in the bile of Sir Anthony Weldon, and which has resurfaced in popular culture repeatedly throughout the centuries.5 Furthermore, Wormald demonstrated that since one of the best kings of Scotland met with insurmountable problems as king of England, there is a great deal his life can teach us about the nature of both kingdoms and their peoples, unwillingly brought together by James in 1603.


A secondary objective of this edition is to provide scholars with a ready repository of Jenny’s major works on James. Although some of the articles published here are available to scholars, making them available en bloc makes it much easier to see how they contextualise one another and comprise a coherent, evolving body of work.6 The critical and contextual bibliographies provided at the end of this book are intended to supply relevant historiographical context and say where the debates, at least in the Scottish context, now stand.


Jenny Wormald wrote on all three of James’s kingdoms, on almost all the major aspects of James’s reign, political, cultural and religious, and on the well-known ‘events’ in James’s life: the rise of the witch-hunt, the Gowrie Conspiracy, the Gunpowder Plot, the Plantation of Ulster. Indeed, it seems that the only major pillar of James’s reign Jenny did not devote a whole article to was the publication of the Authorised Version of the Bible. Wormald’s generally positive view of James has naturally been criticised over the years, and it can of course be argued that her admiration was sometimes overstated, an interesting binary compared to her supreme dislike of Mary Queen of Scots. But that was deliberate: the king had incontrovertibly enjoyed very little admiration at all. As a historian, Wormald would often consciously (and characteristically) push her case to the limit. This was partly in order to stoke a good evidence-based fire of controversy. But it was also because she wanted to push historians into shifting their attention from well-trodden fields of enquiry: for example, by arguing that Queen Mary was a failure as a ruler/monarch, she shifted the debate away from endless argument over the Casket Letters and Mary’s complicity in Darnley’s murder, to a wider discussion of her place within the broader evolving framework of Stewart kingship. Likewise, by presenting James in such a positive way, Wormald attempted to move historians away from interminably and tediously speculating about his favourites, to consider instead his notable achievements and his more actual shortcomings as a ruler.


To focus specifically on James, this volume has chosen to exclude some articles by Wormald that touch upon James’s reign, but are not primarily focused on it. ‘Bloodfeud, kindred and government in early modern Scotland’ explores the nature of feuding in Scotland through the medieval and early modern periods, and how it withered away in James’s reign, as a result of royal policy and other societal forces. The notion of the system of bloodfeud is unquestionably of major significance to an understanding of James’s reign, but since Wormald’s article goes all the way back to early-medieval Scotland and even Saxon England, its place is in a broader study of Stewart Scotland.7 Also excluded is ‘One king, two kingdoms’, published in Alexander Grant and K. J. Stringer (eds), Uniting the Kingdom? The Making of British History (1995), in this case largely because the contents are covered more comprehensively in her subsequent article on the same topic. Similar reasons underpin the exclusion of ‘The creation of Britain: multiple kingdoms or core and colonies?’, largely supplanted by Wormald’s later writings on the impact and nature of the Union of 1603.8 A comprehensive list of Wormald’s publications can be found in Kings, Lords and Men, Essays in Honour of Jenny Wormald (2014), edited by Julian Goodare and Steve Boardman. That painstaking list was pieced together by Goodare from various bibliographies and Jenny’s own (incomplete) CV. The editor of the present volume is conscious that, this being so, there may be articles written by Wormald on James that have slipped through the net.


In this book, the articles are presented, broadly speaking, in a chronological and thematic order. This is intended to enable the general reader to acquire the best picture of how Wormald understood James’s reign. The final essay in this volume, ‘ “Tis true I am a cradle king”: the view from the throne’, first appeared in Julian Goodare and Michael Lynch’s The Reign of James VI in 2000. Wormald’s essay brought that splendid edited collection to a resounding close. It performs the same role here.9


Although rekeyed and typeset for this book, the essays themselves are reproduced as published, which means that Wormald’s need to introduce James and his times to her various original audiences inevitably entails repetition. For the benefit of those who wish to follow the evolution of Wormald’s thinking about James, rather than that of the king’s reign, as article succeeded article between 1973 and 2017, a chronological list is provided, along with original publication details, on pages xv–xvii. It is, however, worth stating here that Wormald’s fundamental conception of James as a highly competent king, largely in tune with Scottish kingship and slightly at odds with English kingship, remained largely consistent throughout her career.


It should be noted that the ‘Gowrie Conspiracy’ gave rise to what was to be Jenny’s last published article, conceived when she was already engaged in fighting terminal illness. It is mostly a paper that she gave at a conference, ‘James VI and Noble Power in Scotland’, held in April 2015 and organised by Steven J. Reid and myself. Despite recovering from treatment, and after issuing a warning that her paper would be neither good nor of any length, she delivered a tour de force from only a handful of notes, holding the room enthralled. After the conference her health sadly declined, and she died before the end of the year. Jenny was determined to have the last word on the centuries-old Gowrie mystery, and to work out her solution before finally learning the answer beyond the grave (which was alluded to in the title of her chapter). In the following months, Steven J. Reid and I talked at length with Jenny about how she wanted the paper to be finished. We did our inadequate best, fleshing out the bones of an argument, finding all the references and trying to reproduce the characteristic, inimitable wit and lightness of touch of Jenny’s spoken delivery. Nonetheless, the reader of this article needs to bear its essential unfinishedness in mind.


I only knew Jenny in the closing years of her life. She always warmly encouraged younger graduate historians, and I was lucky enough to be one of the last students to feel the benefit of that encouragement. As such it is a huge privilege to have worked on assembling this volume.


Miles Kerr-Peterson


NOTES


1 I am indebted to Michelle Craig, Jamie Reid-Baxter, Paul Goatman, Steven J. Reid and Luke Wormald for comments on drafts of this introduction and the subsequent notes. Any and all errors are, however, my own.


To get some idea of the importance and long-term legacy of Jenny’s work, see Steve Boardman and Julian Goodare (eds), Kings, Lords and Men in Scotland and Britain, 1300–1625: Essays in Honour of Jenny Wormald (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 2014), especially Keith M. Brown’s preface.


2 Although, as Luke Wormald has reminded me, the ‘love–hate’ relationship Jenny had towards Mary was quite enjoyable to see. In about 2014, during a visit to the University of Glasgow, I can remember Jenny giving a loud groan of disappointment upon seeing a picture of Mary upon the wall of the landing of 9 University Gardens, not far from where she had once had an office. Jenny’s contribution to debates on Mary can be read about in the excellent new critical edition, edited by Anna Groundwater. See Jenny Wormald, Mary Queen of Scots: A Study in Failure, ed. Anna Groundwater (Edinburgh: John Donald, 2017).


3 I am very grateful to Luke Wormald and Jamie Reid-Baxter for their observations on this lost book.


4 For the present state of biographical writing within Scottish history, see the special edition of the Innes Review: Biography and James VI’s Scotland, edited by Paul Goatman and John Reuben Davies (volume 67, number 2, Autumn 2016), especially Amy Blakeway’s introduction ‘Biography and James VI’s Scotland’.


5 For an overview of James’s reputation since his death (one which could be further expanded), see Ralph Houlbrooke ‘James’s reputation, 1625–2005’ in Ralph Houl-brooke (ed.), James VI and I: Ideas, Authority and Government (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2006). It should be noted here, however, that James’s personal character would have had little appeal to the victims of political machinations, exile or summary execution, let alone the accused witches that died as a result of his enquiries. Otherwise, the king seems to have been quite personable, something completely lost in the popular imagination, as exemplified by the dreadfully dour and sadistic example, performed by Robert Carlyle in the BBC’s 2004 Gunpowder Treason and Plot. For a better example see Nigel Tranter’s Master of Grey trilogy, though the editor thinks that Tranter comes closest to capturing James’s character, albeit still with a measure of (affectionate) caricature, in The Wisest Fool: A Novel of James the Sixth and First (London: Hodder and Stoughton, 1974). A much more dignified portrayal of the king by John Gillespie and Andrew Rothney can be seen in the highly dramatic 2011 documentary KJB: The Book that Changed the World, celebrating the Authorised Version.


6 Some qualification should be made here on how available all these texts are. For the general reader, the majority are behind a paywall, and require an ‘academic’ login. Even academics, however, will be subject to the whims of a particular university library’s subscription policies. Some defunct journals like Scotia are virtually impossible to get hold of.


7 Jenny Wormald, ‘Bloodfeud, kindred and government in early modern Scotland’, Past & Present 87 (1980), 54–97; also see K. Brown, Bloodfeud in Scotland, 1573–1625 (Edinburgh: John Donald, 1986) and more recently Mark Godfrey, ‘Rethinking the justice of the feud in sixteenth century Scotland’ in Kings, Lords and Men in Scotland and Britain, pp. 136–54.


8 Jenny Wormald, ‘The creation of Britain: multiple kingdoms or core and colonies?’, Transactions of the Royal Historical Society, 6th series, 2 (1992), 175–94. Other essays on James’ reign have also been left out, primarily as they are introductions to his reign, and the contents are better conveyed in other chapters of this book: ‘The reign of James VI, 1573–1625’ in B. Harris and A. R. MacDonald (eds), Scotland: the Making and Unmaking of the Nation 1100–1707, vol. 2 (Dundee University Press and the Open University, 2006), pp. 13–35 and ‘The first king of Britain’ in Lesley M. Smith, The Making of Britain: the Age of Expansion (Macmillan, 1986), pp. 35–46.


9 Strictly this article was a reworking of Chapter 7 in this volume, although the changes in emphasis make it worth including as a complement to that earlier work.





PART 1



James’s Biography and Historiography





1


James VI and I (1566–1625)


King of Scotland, England and Ireland


James VI and I (1566–1625), king of Scotland, England and Ireland, was born at Edinburgh Castle on 19 June 1566, the only son of Mary, queen of Scots (1542–1587), and her second husband, Henry Stewart, Lord Darnley (1545/6–1567).


BAPTISM AND CORONATION


James’s birth occurred three months after the conspiracy which led to the savage murder in Mary’s presence of her Italian favourite David Riccio, which she chose to believe was aimed at her own life, and that of her unborn son. She was wrong about that; no one was stupid enough to endanger the succession. But it produced the final breakdown of her marriage to the witless drunkard Darnley. Although she was careful to proclaim the child’s legitimacy publicly, in the summer and autumn of 1566 she distanced herself further from his father. The last semblance of normality in a deepening political crisis was James’s magnificent baptism in the Chapel Royal of Stirling Castle on 17 December, a brilliant court spectacle which showed that in at least one area of monarchy Mary did have considerable skill; but even this was marred by Darnley’s highly embarrassing refusal to attend, despite being resident in the castle. Apparently when James was one day old the general assembly of the kirk had sent John Spottiswoode, superintendent of Lothian, to congratulate the queen on the birth and request a protestant baptism for the infant. Given James to hold, Spottiswoode had prayed over him, and asked him to say ‘amen’; some kind of gurgling sound from the tactful child seems to have satisfied the godly minister. However, James was baptized a Catholic, with the names Charles James – the first name after his godfather Charles IX, king of France, the second the traditional name of Stewart kings. It showed the greater importance his mother attached to the French than the Scottish monarchy, as did her adoption of the Frenchified version of the family name, Stuart. No one, it appears, agreed with her; it was by the Scottish name James that he was always called.


After the baptism there was no normality. On 14 January 1567 the queen removed herself and her son from Stirling, considered too close to territory dominated by the affinity of James’s ambitious grandfather, Matthew Stewart, thirteenth, or fourth earl of Lennox, to the relative safety of the palace of Holyrood in Edinburgh. The ailing Darnley, persuaded to leave his father’s protection, was also brought to the outskirts of the city, but was murdered at Kirk o’Field on the night of 9–10 February. In March James was taken back to Stirling under the care of his governor, John Erskine, earl of Mar; one last meeting with his mother took place there on 21 April. On 15 May she made her fatal remarriage to the man widely believed to have murdered Darnley, James Hepburn, earl of Bothwell, an act which temporarily united the political nation against her. Having surrendered to confederate lords (including Mar) on 15 June, Mary was incarcerated at Lochleven Castle on the 16th. Under duress and prostrated by a miscarriage, she signed a deed of abdication on 24 July, whereupon James became king. He was crowned as a protestant, still only thirteen months old, on 29 July at Stirling parish church.


THE MINORITY, 1567–C.1584


Although the circumstances of James’s accession were unusual in Scotland, the youthfulness of the new king was not. Every monarch since 1406 had come to the throne as a minor. James VI was the third successive monarch to have acceded in infancy: his grandfather James V had been eighteen months old when he became king in 1513; his mother Mary only a week old in 1542. The Stewart kings had a lamentable habit of dying young; the political nation had to cope with the consequences, and cope remarkably well it had done. During minorities the magnates had controlled the affairs of the kingdom. An absence of any aggressive or militant foreign policy meant that war was rare and thus that the Scottish crown did not bear down heavily on its subjects with endless demands for men and money. Hence political tensions were fewer, and at the beginning of James VI’s reign the Scottish localities remained autonomous, to what was by then a highly unusual degree. Ties of kinship were still fundamental, written bonds of lordship and allegiance continued to be made, and the blood feud as a force for local stability and the resolution of crime, as well as in its more literally bloody form, was still alive and flourishing.


Previous monarchs had inherited on the death of a king, but Mary remained alive to cause trouble and present a grievous political problem for a further twenty years. This was compounded by the immense problem of religious reformation, new in the minority of Mary but still evolving in that of her son. A nobility, itself divided over religion, had to find a solution to religious crisis, and following the success of the protestant party in 1559–60, increasingly had to do so in the context of a confusion of traditional foreign policy. Many of the Scottish élite became less interested in ties to the ‘auld allie’, France, as the cornerstone of that policy and began to develop at least a veneer of friendship with the ‘auld inemie’, England.


In his early years James was very much a background figure, secure in his nursery and schoolroom. The choice of his principal tutor, appointed when he was four, was obvious: George Buchanan, noted European humanist, exponent of resistance theory, and slanderer of his mother, to which attributes could be added a fair degree of sadism; beating ‘the Lord’s Anointed’ was not just a matter of discipline but of satisfaction. At the end of his life the king still had nightmares about Buchanan, although by that time, with Buchanan long dead, he could also express pride in having a tutor of great academic distinction, as he did when complimented by an English courtier on his pronunciation of Latin and Greek. But his tuition was leavened by the presence of his other tutor, the much gentler Peter Young, who later accompanied James to England, and whose son Patrick Young, a leading Greek scholar, became keeper of the king’s library. By 1583 James already had a substantial library, based partly on the remnants of Mary’s, and partly on the books his tutors bought for him (though Buchanan was apparently too mean to contribute free copies of his own works); it was heavily classical, but also included history, political theory, theology, languages, geography, mathematics – and also, for lighter reading and for sport, romances, bows and arrows, golf clubs, and hunting gloves. Not quite, then, all work and no play, although James’s daily educational routine was formidable, producing his famous remark that ‘they gar me speik Latin ar I could speik Scotis’.1 It was an ordered existence, which despite all its harshness inculcated a love of learning which marked him out in later life as a phenomenon who went well beyond the norm of highly educated early modern kings. His passion for scholarship was utterly natural and deep-rooted.


That ordered existence was in stark contrast to the lack of order in the world outside. The united front against Mary in summer 1567 had dissolved by the end of the year. She escaped from Lochleven in May 1568; but her defeat by her half-brother James Stewart, earl of Moray, at Langside and her lunatic flight to England, which she apparently believed would inspire Elizabeth to restore her to her Scottish throne, left her supporters leaderless. Moray had become regent in 1567; and initially both sides appealed to Elizabeth, in two conferences, at York and Westminster in 1568–9. The astonishing outcome was that although Moray, with great reluctance, produced the casket letters – those letters written, or alleged to have been written, by Mary to Bothwell, making clear her involvement in the Darnley murder – Elizabeth pronounced that nothing had been proved prejudicial to Mary’s honour. But it was Moray who went back to Scotland, with £5000 of English money. It was no doubt a realistic assessment of the Scottish political situation, even if it meant Elizabeth paying for her own ambiguity. Moray himself was assassinated in January 1570, and Scotland lurched into a slogging and low-key civil war which dragged on until 1573, when Edinburgh Castle finally fell to the king’s party. By then two more of James’s regents, his grandfather the earl of Lennox (elected in July 1570) and John Erskine, earl of Mar (elected in September 1571), were dead – Lennox, like Moray, by violence; the fourth regent, James Douglas, fourth earl of Morton, came to office in November 1572.


The 1570s saw rather more political stability, and a switch away from the problem of Mary to the growing division between those who favoured an episcopal reformed church and those who, led by Andrew Melville, utterly rejected any notion of royal supremacy and episcopacy, which was to live on as the major political as well as religious issue of the 1580s and 1590s. Melville himself returned from Geneva in 1574 primarily as an educational reformer, transforming the three universities. But an educational fighter can equally be a religious fighter, and that was what, by 1578, Melville had become, picking up on the strongly anti-Erastian stance of John Knox and his fellow reformers of the 1560s, and going beyond them with his championing of presbyterianism. The struggle was in its infancy under the pro-English Morton, but it was there. Morton himself lost the regency in March 1578, in a messy coup d’état led by Colin Campbell, sixth earl of Argyll, and John Stewart, fourth earl of Atholl, with the king as its figurehead, although not in his own estimation; for James, three months short of his twelfth birthday, cheerfully announced his capacity to rule, and followed this up with a spectacular entry into Edinburgh in 1579, in which God and Bacchus both featured prominently, as they would throughout King James’s life. It was in September this year that his cousin Esmé Stuart came over from France, to become the king’s first ‘favourite’. Elevated to the earldom of Lennox (the existing holder of the title, Robert Stewart, bishop of Caithness, having yielded to royal pressure to resign it) in 1580 and then raised to a dukedom in 1581, Lennox was loathed as a pro-French Catholic who enjoyed all too much of the king’s favour.


Much has been made of James as the lonely teenager desperate for affection, and no doubt this played a part. But what we are seeing here is the start of a pattern which was repeated in the case of James’s other three great favourites: George Gordon, earl of Huntly; and, in England, Robert Carr, earl of Somerset, and George Villiers, duke of Buckingham. James had asserted his kingship, not his loneliness; his authority, not his dependence. Lennox, like his successors, appeared on the scene and demonstrated his usefulness, in this case in the factional struggles surrounding the king, notably in his part in Morton’s final downfall. Young though James still was, there were those who were already becoming worryingly aware that the Scottish king might well be an unpredictable force to be reckoned with. In 1578 Elizabeth had had her first unpalatable taste of James’s refusal to be browbeaten by the middle-aged and experienced monarch. His response to her furious support of Morton was a letter fulsome in its phraseology, and determined in its refusal to do what she wished. He did promise the queen that the former regent would not be executed, but he did nothing to prevent that eventuality when it occurred in June 1581. It was not Lennox’s supposed dominance which provoked Elizabeth’s impassioned outburst against ‘that false Scots urchin’ and his double-dealing,2 nor the comments of her ambassadors Henry Carey, Lord Hunsdon, and Thomas Randolph about his perspicacity, fair speeches, and talent for dissimulation, ‘wherein he is in his tender years more practised than others forty years older than he’.3 No wonder. Earlier that year Mary, queen of Scots, had once more made a bid for a return to the political limelight with her proposal for an association where she should rule Scotland as joint monarch with James. Nothing would have suited Elizabeth more than to have the scandalous and discredited queen out of England with the additional advantage of re-creating political instability in Scotland that the proposal for divided sovereignty seemed to promise. James, by contrast, saw no need for guidance from his surrogate mother of England or his real mother of Scotland; he made some personal statements of affection, and stopped decisively there. He interviewed secretly some of the Spanish agents intriguing on Mary’s behalf but gave neither help nor encouragement.


There was one final desperate effort to contain James’s burgeoning assertion of kingship with the Ruthven raid of 1582. On 28 August a group of hardline presbyterian nobles under William Ruthven, first earl of Gowrie, kidnapped the king and placed him under house arrest in Ruthven Castle. Lennox fled to France, where he died the following May, and for ten months power was exercised by the ‘raiders’, with the approval of Elizabeth and support from the city of Edinburgh and the general assembly of the kirk. But in June 1583 James escaped and declared his intention to be a ‘universal king’, above faction.4 With conservatives and moderates at his back and with James Stewart, earl of Arran, emerging as the leader of an administration committed to following an independent middle way, James then showed what that meant by turning savagely on Gowrie, who was executed on 2 May 1584. There was nothing here of his mother’s inability to control those who rebelled against her nor the ditherings of Elizabeth over the execution of Thomas Howard, duke of Norfolk, after the rising of the northern earls in 1569 and even the Ridolfi plot of 1571. The circumstances of James’s accession, the continuing existence of his mother, the interference by Elizabeth, the religious and political tensions within Scotland: all these had posed serious and novel threats to the prestige and authority of the Scottish crown. None seems seriously to have worried King James. The minority ended on a high note of royal confidence. Arran became chancellor on 15 May and three days later John Maitland of Thirlstane became secretary; important legislation to enhance royal power soon followed. Although Arran fell from office in November 1585 with the return from exile of some of Gowrie’s supporters, much of his administration and its outlook survived.


THE SCOTTISH PERSONAL RULE: MONEY AND MARRIAGE, C.1584–1603


It used to be thought that James’s main problem lay in the need to restrain a nobility who for two centuries had enjoyed an unusual level of political control and was far too powerful. But even the peculiarly difficult minority of James VI did not alter the pattern of the minorities. In every case factions such as the Ruthvens grabbed control of the king’s person; in every case their efforts were short-lived, and they came to grief. Moreover, the very nature of Scottish society meant that faction-fighting was largely confined to the centre, and did not spill over into the localities. In every reign there were individual aristocratic rogue elephants. James had four: William Ruthven, first earl of Gowrie; his sons John Ruthven, the third earl, and Alexander Ruthven, master of Ruthven, who had the starring parts in the mysterious Gowrie conspiracy of 1600 (see below); and the erratic and unpredictable Francis Stewart, fifth earl of Bothwell, in some ways the equivalent of the second earl of Essex in England, even to the extent of bursting in on his monarch when the latter was still undressed in the bedchamber. But what the history of the Scottish monarchy in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries shows is that strong nobles wanted strong kings with whom they could link their fortunes and from whom they could receive the rewards obtainable from the greatest patron in the land. This is evocatively manifest in the remarkable custom, which came into existence in the mid-fifteenth century in the second of the minorities, that of James II, whereby kings when they reached majority issued acts of revocation cancelling all minority grants on the ground that they should not be bound by such grants made in their name but over which they had no control. James’s own view of the matter is seen in the extent of his appointments of aristocrats to major offices of state, such as John Graham, third earl of Montrose, who became chancellor in 1599, after a period as treasurer beginning in 1584.


The major problems of the reign of James VI were very different. There was a rapid development in Scottish central government. Scotland in 1603 was a very different place from the Scotland of 1580. What is open to debate, though, is how far this was inspired by as well as presided over by the king. It may be that James, with an eye to his English future, wanted a more ‘modern’, more centralized kingdom from which to launch his English kingship. But that is probably to read back too much from that endlessly misunderstood, decontextualized, and over-quoted phrase plucked from his speech to his English parliament in 1607, ‘here I sit and governe it [Scotland] with my Pen, I write and it is done’.5 This had some truth, in that inevitably absentee government involved government by post, but as a claim to power it would have been nonsense even if made by the most mighty of early modern kings, and it makes no sense at all as a description of how James had ruled his Scottish kingdom before 1603.


There is only one area, indeed, where James’s responsibility for the change cannot be doubted: taxation. Scotland suffered as much as England would later do from his hopeless extravagance: any money James had – and it must be admitted that, given the depleted revenues of the Scottish crown, that was not much – he spent. Inevitably there was a sudden increase in expenditure as James emerged from the austere confines of the schoolroom, but the reorganization of the royal household by Lennox (who like later favourites was generously rewarded by the king) in 1580–81 entailed both a substantial increase in staff (to twenty-four gentlemen of the chamber and a guard of sixty men-at-arms) and a pursuit of recreation and pleasure that scandalized Lennox’s enemies in the kirk. In the same period regular taxation was introduced into Scotland for the first time: at a meeting of the convention of estates in February 1581 it was resolved that £40,000 Scots be raised for the country’s defence. Years of political instability were in themselves expensive, but also encouraged a hand-to-mouth attitude to running the royal household which was inimical to prudent budgeting. Once stability came, the attitude proved difficult to shed and new financial commitments appeared which easily swallowed up the annual pension of £4000 advanced by Elizabeth from 1586. A royal marriage promised a useful dowry but provided the occasion for conspicuous expenditure in the short and longer term.


The idea of a Danish match for James was being discussed from 1581, and a series of negotiations took place between 1585 and 1589. Another possibility, introduced in 1587, was Henri of Navarre’s sister Catherine de Bourbon, but the future Henri IV wanted military support in his struggle for the French throne, which James could not or would not give, especially as Henri could not afford a generous dowry. The better choice remained a daughter of the Danish king Frederick II, and James married his younger daughter Anne (Anna) of Denmark (1574–1619) – with a more acceptable dowry, if one cut down from the outrageous Scottish demand for £1 million Scots to £150,000 Scots. However, this was counterbalanced by the £100,000 Scots levied within Scotland to pay for attendant festivities. With a dash of real romance, James emulated his grandfather James V, who had had a splendid nine-month holiday in France when claiming his bride, François I’s daughter Madeleine. When storms prevented Anne coming to Scotland in 1589 following her proxy marriage to him on 20 August, he sailed to Oslo, and had an equally enjoyable if rather shorter holiday, between November 1589 and April 1590, celebrating the marriage ceremony in church on 23 November, travelling about, having intellectual discussions with leading Scandinavian theologians and scientists, and falling in love with his new wife.


Fifteen-year-old Anna, as she was known in Scotland, received a gilded welcome in her new country and a splendid coronation at Holyrood Abbey on 17 May 1590. Subsequently her developed artistic, dramatic, and musical tastes and her dynastic success – five royal children born in Scotland, of whom two sons and a daughter survived to accompany their parents to England – contributed to continuing high expenditure. The baptism of Prince Henry Frederick (1594–1612) was celebrated with banquets, masques, and tilts and occasioned a levy of £100,000 Scots (an increase of 800 per cent on that levied for James’s own baptism). The prince’s removal from his mother and placing in the care of the earl of Mar, though well precedented, set a pattern of parallel royal households as well as causing unfortunate friction between Anne and James. His younger sister Elizabeth (1596–1662) and younger brother Charles (1600–1649) were also fostered.


Attempts to increase income met with limited success. Debasement of the coinage between 1583 and 1596 through reduction of its silver content produced a paper profit but exacerbated the inflation which depressed the real income of all European rulers at this period. Improved customs revenues and more efficient collection of fines constituted a drop in the ocean. Various efforts were made by harassed royal officials to control the king and thus address expenditure. Thus in December 1591 the response to his bad-tempered suggestion that his exchequer officials had more care for themselves than for his interests produced by return of post six furious pages in which his shortcomings were clearly laid out. Their fury was entirely understandable: as they complained, for example, the answer to James’s naïve question about whether the royal palace of Linlithgow was his wife’s or the lord justice clerk’s was that thanks to his muddling it was both. A gentler, but equally ineffective, attempt was made in 1596. In a carefully stage-managed piece of play acting his queen (not a lightweight, as traditionally viewed, but a significant player in the factional politics of the decade) presented him with a bag of gold coins at new year. Asked by an astonished king how she had amassed it, she explained that it was a matter of careful household management. James promptly took over her household officials, the eight Octavians. They lasted for less than a year. As the earl of Salisbury and Lionel Cranfield later found, the king had periods of genuine good intentions, but they did not last, caught as he was between the necessity of fiscal control and the demands made on his patronage, for stinginess was a notably unacceptable royal attribute. Hence his request for regular subsidies. The effect was that the government was now pressing on the governed in a new way, and was thus beginning to alter the traditional relationship between centre and locality.


THE SCOTTISH PERSONAL RULE: ADMINISTRATION AND PARLIAMENT, C.1584–1603


Beyond this, however, factors other than King James were creating the pressures transforming Scottish central government. One such pressure came from the increasingly literate and ambitious lairds, with their demands for place in court and government, made all the more compelling when the kirk in 1584 pulled its ministers firmly out of state service. The demand was not new. One of James’s greatest officials from the lay élite was John Maitland of Thirlestane, secretary and then chancellor, son of Richard Maitland of Lethington, poet and keeper of the privy seal, and brother of Mary’s brilliant secretary William Maitland of Lethington. It was a family which can be likened to the Cecils in England, moving in from its local base to make its fortune in crown service, and being rewarded by a peerage and a new level of prestige back in the locality. The Maitlands, Alexander Seton of Fyvie, George Home of Spott, Thomas Hamilton of Binning: these and others like them became prominent in the king’s government before 1603, and after 1603 found that James’s removal to England meant that an aristocratically minded king now raised them to the peerage, giving them the dignity and status in the political nation traditionally associated with the landed aristocracy, and in effect creating a noblesse de robe which would govern Scotland in his name. Yet the king’s attitude to such a change was not entirely clear-cut. Thus after the death of Maitland on 3 October 1595 he removed himself firmly from his capital, going off to Linlithgow to escape the demands of the ‘faccaneres’ or ‘faccioners’ at court,6 with their intriguing and their incessant fascination with the subject of Maitland’s successor; and at the same time he was deeply concerned that the death of the earl of Atholl without heirs would leave Perthshire without its natural means of control. This was a highly traditional view of how power in the Scottish state should work. And his solution to the pressure of the factionists, which was to keep the office of chancellor vacant until January 1599, hardly suggests a king primarily interested in the institutional workings of central government. It was, after all, not so much the monarch as his new nobles and the rising breed of professional lawyers whose view of the kingdom of Scotland no longer regarded as acceptable the bonds of lordship and service – maintenance and manrent – and the justice of the feud, in relation either to their Scottish aspirations or, after 1603, to their involvement with James’s new kingdom of England which had long rejected both.


Equally the major institutions of government in state and church, parliament and the new and formidable national court of the kirk, the general assembly, forced on the crown a degree of management never before necessary. Scottish parliaments had always been vocal and often highly critical. However, James had to deal with protestants who might be of varying persuasions, but who could all remember the heady days of 1560, when the Reformation Parliament, acting in defiance of the Catholic monarch, brought down the old church. This memory was all the more menacing because of the parliament’s astonishing ability to concentrate on the essentials. By contrast with the seven years and numerous acts of Henry VIII’s Reformation Parliament, its Scottish equivalent took three weeks and three acts to achieve its aims, leaving the details to be filled in later. As James was later to say, understandably, English parliaments were too long, Scottish parliaments too short. But he undoubtedly understood the significance of the institution. The idea that James I did not know how to manage parliaments makes very little sense when James VI’s record is considered. He had one considerable advantage. The Scottish parliament, like European national assemblies, was a joint meeting of the three estates, and the king could be present in person. Moreover, the detailed work on legislation was done by the Lords of the Articles, an elected committee from the representatives of the three estates. The full parliament assembled and elected the Lords of the Articles, who settled down to the donkey work; and then the full parliament returned. It used to be thought that this made the Scottish parliament an easy body to manipulate. This is not a mistake which King James ever made; the intrusion of the officers of state as a fourth ‘estate’, begun in 1567 and increasingly imposed by the king, was a deliberate attempt to impose control, however difficult to sustain in the face of parliamentary criticism and efforts at curtailment. Moreover, the disappearance of the clerical estate, with the de facto disappearance of the episcopate between 1592 and 1600, denied the crown much-needed allies in the face of parliamentary support for presbyterian activists within the kirk.


Hence the 1580s and 1590s saw a series of acts which sought to strengthen royal control. The Reformation Parliament of 1560 had seen an unprecedented rush of over 100 lairds to attend, claiming their right under the wholly moribund Shire Election Act of 1428. After 1560 the unchallenged presence of such lairds who chose to turn up, in unpredictable numbers, was an unacceptable headache for the government; and in 1587 the Shire Election Act was duly re-enacted. In 1594 there was a determined onslaught on parliamentary business. Four members of each estate were to meet twenty days before parliament assembled, to receive articles and supplications and sift out frivolous material; only the king was exempt from the twenty-days rule. A long day’s work was imposed on them in time of parliament; they were to sit each day from 8 a.m. until 6 p.m. And in the same year, according to the highly critical presbyterian minister David Calderwood, the king asserted his right to vote with the articles. Moreover, while James might casually leave the office of chancellor vacant in the mid-1590s, he had already empowered the chancellor in 1584 to use the sceptre for the ratification of acts, a measure which would have its full relevance after 1603.


Yet this was by no means the whole story. Another indication of James’s high sense of his own kingship as early as 1581, when he was fifteen, is that it was in this year that parliament passed his first, admittedly limited, revocations and followed this up with another limited act in 1584; the full general act came in 1587, when he was twenty-one. The 1584 parliament thundered out its endorsement of the king’s authority over church and state, and its condemnation of slanderers of the king and – significantly – his parents and progenitors, and specifically attacked the offensive works of Buchanan. At the same time this future divine-right monarch, who was to tantalize and infuriate his English parliament on the subject of king or king-in-parliament as law maker, cheerfully underwrote ‘the lawis and actis of parliament (be quhilkis all men ar governit)’.7 And in 1587 the king further emphasized the importance and dignity of parliament, in the acts which laid out the rules for the ‘riding of parliament’ from the palace of Holyroodhouse to the parliament house, and empowered James to design the appropriate robes for each estate. It is not to deny the tensions within the Scottish kingdom to say that, while the records of parliament make them all too clear, they also reflect a certain appealing rumbustiousness with which the king was undoubtedly relaxed, cheerful, and at ease because he was in control without having to assert his royalty too aggressively.


THE KING AND THE KIRK


Rumbustiousness is not, on the other hand, the most notable feature of James’s dealings with his kirk, and in particular with its most oppressively godly wing. Yet it is there that his dry, sardonic, and sometimes crude humour is seen to the full, no doubt enhanced by the distinctly humourless approach of his opponents. The extreme presbyterian wing of the kirk was anti-episcopal, hostile, outspoken, and violently critical, using that excellent outlet for media propaganda, the pulpit, to the full; moreover, it denied the king any authority over the kirk, for their king was Christ, and King James ‘but a member’.8 Indeed, the struggle with Andrew Melville and his supporters was the major political as well as religious issue of the reign, as well as the main inspiration, even more than the contractual theorizing of Buchanan, for James’s own theory about kingship, developed in the late 1590s.


The situation was a good deal less clear-cut, however, than simply King James versus the godly. James charged into lively battle with the extremists, those ‘vaine pharasaicall puritanes’.9 But there were few who were consistently antagonistic to the king throughout the 1580s and 1590s; there were royal servants, most notably John Maitland of Thirlestane, James’s secretary and then chancellor, who could rise to the top in government while being more sympathetic to the presbyterians than was the king himself; there were points on which king and godly, including even Andrew Melville himself, agreed; and above all, while the king might dislike the extremists, it was more because they were extremists – as he said of himself in 1607, he was ‘ever for the Medium in every thing’10– than because they were to be feared. There was indeed a long-drawn-out struggle for control of the church; and there were times when the king’s position looked weak. But these times were few.


As with the state, so with the church. James’s emergence from his minority had witnessed a highly confident assertion of royal authority over the kirk. In February 1584 Andrew Melville, summoned before the privy council because of a seditious sermon, denied its competence on the ground that only the general assembly could hear the case; he was ordered into ward, and fled to England, to be followed over the following months by some twenty ministers and academics – along with those nobles who tried unsuccessfully in April to revive the power of the Ruthven faction. This cleared the way for the passing by the parliament which met in May of the Black Acts, which denounced presbyteries; affirmed the authority of bishops, making them in effect answerable to the king rather than the general assembly; asserted the king’s supremacy over all matters, secular and ecclesiastical; and – most crucially for the future – insisted on his right to summon general assemblies. These acts have been ascribed to the regime of James Stewart, earl of Arran, who became the leading figure in James’s government following the king’s escape from the Ruthven raiders in 1583; but there is no reason to question the king’s own role in them. They were followed up by the enforcement of subscription to them by generally unwilling ministers. For James Melville, Andrew’s nephew, they meant that parliament had created a new pope, and ‘sa becum traitors to Chryst’.11 And off he went to Newcastle in 1584, to give spiritual succour to the exiled Ruthven faction, invoking Old Testament language in appealing to them as ‘valiant warriors and capteanes of the Lords army’,12 which no doubt he regarded as sufficient cover for encouragement of armed rebellion.


Yet James’s agenda was very far removed from English royal supremacy and from developing ideas of jure divino episcopacy. Probably the only person who had any such embryonic ideas was the unfortunate Patrick Adamson, archbishop of St Andrews, whose Declaration of the Kingis Majesties Intentioun and Meaning toward the Lait Actis of Parliament (1585) undoubtedly went much further than James’s intentions and was, indeed, a considerable embarrassment to the king when the authorship of the tract was ascribed to him; hence the occasion when he toasted his hunting dogs, and especially Tell-true, to whom he would give ‘more credence nor either the bishop or Craig’ (John Craig, moderate presbyterian and king’s minister, but opponent of the Black Acts).13 The faithful hound was clearly a good deal more acceptable than either excessive supporter or opponent of the acts.


This is hardly surprising. James was undoubtedly threatened as he began his personal rule by the existence of a powerful and vocal party in the kirk, supported by an aristocratic faction sitting just over the border in Newcastle. But the idea of the king and the presbyterians locked throughout his adult rule in perennial and knife-edge combat, which the king only just succeeded in winning, is far too simple. That picture emanates from the bitter and vitriolic invective of three of the extremists: James Melville’s autobiography and diary, and the early seventeenth-century histories of David Calderwood (The True History of the Kirk of Scotland) and John Row (The Historie of the Kirk of Scotland),14 works all the more bitter and vitriolic because their authors were the losers. Theirs was a highly biased view, which had to depict an extremist king with his acolyte bishops pitted against militant kirkmen fighting for God’s true cause, and could therefore give no hint of uncertainties or moderation within the kirk.


What happened, rather, was that James’s emergence as an effective adult monarch posed both king and kirk with a problem which had been uniquely absent from the kirk since the success of the reformers in 1560: the role of that king in a kirk hitherto free from effective and consistent royal interference, let alone control. There was indeed a struggle, sometimes tense and sometimes bitter. The language used by the extremists in the kirk was undoubtedly the language of Christian militancy rather than Christian charity, in a particularly graceless form. The king could be equally graceless, but decidedly less humourless; thus ‘I will not give a turd for thy preaching’ was his response to Robert Gibson, who in a sermon in 1585 likened this persecuting king to Jeroboam, a view no doubt confirmed in Gibson’s eyes when he was sent off to ward in Edinburgh Castle.15 Two years earlier the hectoring lecture by John Davidson about the kirk’s concern for his welfare included the dire warning that ‘nather ought your Grace to mak light accompt of our threatenings; for there was never one yitt in this realme, in cheef authoritie, that ever prospered after the ministers began to threaten him’. The maddening response was that ‘the king smiled’.16 Sermons by the godly could certainly be outspoken in the extreme. Gibson, the Melvilles, David Black, and their like were all too willing to attack openly; thus in 1596 Black was brought to trial for announcing from the pulpit that the queen of England was an atheist, and all kings were ‘the devils bairns’.17 Most famous was the occasion at Falkland in September 1596 when Andrew Melville grabbed the king’s sleeve, calling him ‘God’s sillie [weak] vassal’, and telling him that ‘thair is twa Kings and twa Kingdomes . . . Thair is Chryst Jesus the King, and his Kingdome the Kirk, whase subject King James the Saxt is, and of whase kingdome nocht a king nor a lord, nor a heid, bot a member’.18 But while episodes like this would undoubtedly have driven Elizabeth to hysterical fury, the much more pragmatic James could afford to take a cooler line. For they demonstrated that in the struggle for control the king had the upper hand; ministers who acted as spokesmen for the Lord in this way normally found themselves warded or exiled.


James naturally wanted to control the extremists in the kirk; and he had the inestimable advantage that he was the king. Once he was there to challenge the independence which the kirk had enjoyed, it was only the very boldest spirits who would openly defy him; less brave critics muttered and sulked – but ultimately conformed. Yet king and kirkmen had more in common than has been supposed. Indeed, as theologian-king James had a vision of the kirk and a doctrinal belief which in many ways matched that of even the extremists. It has, for example, recently been shown that he was far less enthusiastic about episcopacy than used to be thought; between 1585 and 1600 he did nothing to fill vacant bishoprics. He himself struck a blow at the bishops when, in his act of annexation in 1587, he annexed their temporalities – that ‘vile act’ as he later, in a different frame of mind, called it.19 Moreover, efforts to improve the academic standing of the ministers, their university education reinforced by the dignity of reasonable stipends, stemmed from a shared view, which meant that before 1603 the Scottish ministers were a more respected and better paid breed than their English counterparts, an achievement which continued into the seventeenth century, if the English MP Sir Benjamin Rudyerd’s comparison between them in 1628 is to be believed. The origin of the Authorized Version of the Bible lay in his proposal to the general assembly in 1601. It was not followed up; ‘yet did not the King let this intention fall to the ground, but after his happy coming to the Crown of England set the most learned Divines of that Church a work for the translation of the Bible’.20


Shared scholarly aspirations are even echoed in the row between James and Melville in 1596 which, spectacular as it was, does have something of the flavour of impassioned academic debate between two fiery and highly able scholarly opponents. And even Melville himself, in a much less well known role, was prepared to extol Jacobean kingship. He had produced a Latin poem for the coronation of Anna of Denmark in 1590 and again for the baptism of Prince Henry in 1594; the latter specifically looked to James’s and Henry’s future, addressing James as ‘Scoto-Britanno Rege’,21 and anticipating his three poems heralding James’s succession to the English throne in 1603. These, along with his highly critical poems about the English church, surely suggest that for Melville, as for David Black, James might not be as godly a prince as they sought, but he and the Scottish kirk were infinitely preferable to the queen of England and her church.


James had his own problems with a monarch violently hostile to presbyterianism among her native subjects yet willing to offer the haven of London, and even its pulpits, to his presbyterian exiles who followed in the footsteps of the continental Reformed congregations of earlier immigrants; Elizabeth’s enthusiasm for divinely ordained monarchy and the royal supremacy seems to have been firmly bounded by the English Channel and the Scottish border. But the astonishing rant by Richard Bancroft, chaplain to the lord chancellor and future archbishop of Canterbury, in his Paul’s Cross sermon of 1589 against the Scottish presbyterians, and his hysterical outpourings on the same theme in two pamphlets of 1593, A Survay of the Pretended Holy Discipline and Daungerous Positions and Proceedings, all depicting a king browbeaten by intolerable ministers who appeared to be worse than Catholics, and exaggerating the king’s desire for an episcopal church, certainly brought king and kirk together. ‘Let not his Majestie nor any prince looke for any better dealing at the handes of any of his [Bancroft’s] coat’ said John Davidson, trouncing Bancroft for his lack of reverence to King James.22 And in the general assembly of 1590, despite a certain amount of the usual rhetoric in a sermon by James Melville, about ‘binding of kings in chains, and the most honourable princes in fetters of yron’, the king launched into a speech


praising God, that he was borne in such a tyme as the tyme of the light of the Gospell, to suche a place as to be king in suche a kirk, the sincerest kirk in the world . . . As for our neighbour kirk in England, it is an evill masse in English, wanting nothing but the liftings. I charge you . . . to stand to your puritie . . . and I, forsuith, as long as I bruike my life and crowne, sall manteane the same.


This brought him the reward that ‘the Assemblie so rejoiced, that there was nothing but loud praising of God, and praying for the king for quarter of an houre’.23


The attack on the English church was not inspired, however, only by Bancroft and the need to please the assembly. Relations between the latter and the king were in any case good owing to a number of factors: James’s marriage to the Lutheran princess Anna of Denmark in 1589; his willingness during his absence in Norway and Denmark to claim his bride to allow the godly Robert Bruce, a man whose theological views might have been expected to make him anathema to the king, a place in government; and his choice of him as the minister who crowned and anointed Anna. Moreover, the same hostility towards the English ecclesiastical model surfaced later in the decade. The assembly had by then come to agree with the king about the usefulness of restoring a clerical estate in parliament. Where they disagreed was on who should form that estate. For the assembly it would be ministers elected annually, but the king was moving towards the idea of parliamentary bishops. ‘We see him well enough’, said Davidson; ‘we see the horns of his mitre’. But in 1598 James stated unequivocally to the assembly that ‘I minde not . . . to bring in Papisticall or Anglican bishopping’.24 This was true enough. The first three parliamentary bishops, appointed in 1600, were nominated by the king and his commissioners and the brethren of the kirk; and even after the restoration of diocesan episcopacy from 1610 the Scottish Jacobean bishop was always a much more low-key figure than his English counterpart.


CRISES OF THE 1590S AND THE GOWRIE CONSPIRACY


This, then, is the context in which the two big dramas of 1592 and 1596 must be set. In 1592 parliament passed the Golden Act which gave legal ratification to presbyteries, and annulled several of the Black Acts of 1584. A great triumph for the Melvillians; or was it? It is certainly the case that James was in a comparatively weak position. In February 1592 the Catholic George Gordon, sixth earl (and later first marquess) of Huntly, at feud with the protestant James Stewart, second earl of Moray, in the north-east, caught up with him at Donibristle on the Forth, where he was murdered by Huntly or one of his followers. The kirk now had a lever against a king suspected of complicity, who undoubtedly treated Huntly with an offensive degree of leniency. Moreover, it chose to regard the unreliable Bothwell, who had threatened James in Holyrood in December 1591, as an ally. However, the Golden Act still falls very short of Melvillian victory. The Black Act which had asserted the crown’s authority in matters spiritual and temporal was not annulled; and, crucially, the king retained his right to summon and decide on the meeting place of the general assemblies. The state was legislating for the kirk; and the ‘concessions’ to the crown were very far from minor, as the jubilant presbyterians of 1592 sadly came to realize in the following years when the king took full advantage of his ability to control the meetings of the assembly. The parliament which passed the Golden Act did something else undoubtedly pleasing to James: it forfeited the kirk’s great protestant earl, Bothwell.


From the Melvillians’ point of view 1596 was even worse; indeed, disastrous. The presbyterian writers, indulging in a good deal of wishful thinking but not much sense of reality, chose to portray 1596 as the year in which God’s kirk reached its highest point of perfection, only to be defeated at the end of the year by the violent machinations of King James. But Melville’s breathtaking assertions delivered to James in September at Falkland did not deflect the king one whit. Then in November David Black was summoned by the privy council for an undoubtedly seditious sermon preached in October. Like Melville before him, he refused to accept the jurisdiction of the council. Heavy backing from the Melvillians did him no good; he was warded in December. The king then cancelled the assembly due to meet in January 1597, and ordered the commissioners to leave Edinburgh, as they duly did. The Edinburgh ministers carried on the fight, with some lay backing. Rumours of a Catholic rising then produced on 17 December a near riot or, as James preferred, ‘the lait tressounable, shamefull and seditious uproare’.25 That was his excuse for his dramatic departure from Edinburgh with the privy council and the lawcourts. The burgh council of James’s capital city promptly saw where its future lay: in a humble apology to the king, and a down payment. The ministers fled, and James returned to Edinburgh. This is supposed to have been the great turning point in James’s struggle with the kirk. In fact the events of the year leading up to the spectacular royal gesture do not suggest weakness suddenly giving way to strength; and the gesture itself was the culmination of the policy of dividing the moderates from the extremists, leaving only a small minority – the Edinburgh ministers – to try to orchestrate resistance, with fatal results.


The final crisis of the period, the dark and confusing Gowrie conspiracy of August 1600, apparently had no direct connection with the kirk. The protagonists, John Ruthven, earl of Gowrie, and his brother Alexander were staunch aristocratic supporters of the presbyterians, but their supposed actions had virtually no ministerial backing, before or after the event. It seems likelier than not that their conspiracy was genuine, but because they perished in the course of it the exact truth of the affair is hard to come by and there is much reliance on the account given by James himself, who perceived it as a murder plot. In the early summer of 1600 Gowrie, to whom the king was in debt to the tune of £48,000 Scots, and Alexander, whom gossip had singled out as a favourite of the queen, quitted the court for their country estates. It seems that while there they received correspondence from the king. According to James, early in the morning of 5 August Alexander appeared at Falkland Palace and related to him a story of a treasure trove found by the brothers and now locked up at Gowrie House in Perth. Ultimately persuaded that he must investigate, James left for Perth with what became a large entourage of curious courtiers. On arrival at Gowrie House they found the earl behaving strangely and the household ill-prepared for so large a party. After a delayed and private meal with the brothers, James retired with Alexander Ruthven and Gowrie’s chamberlain Andrew Henderson to a small upper room. Both the king and Henderson later testified that Ruthven then locked the door and seized a dagger, threatening James with death in revenge for his part in the execution of William Ruthven sixteen years earlier. When Alexander left the king in Henderson’s keeping and went in search of Gowrie, James thrust his head out of the turret’s window, crying treason and murder. Courtiers, who were by this time milling in the garden below in some confusion as to James’s whereabouts, rushed up to his aid, and by the time Gowrie, who had gone out into the town, followed them, he found Alexander dead on the stairs. Rampaging into the chamber brandishing two swords, Gowrie stopped short of attacking the king himself and put down his blades. He was then killed instantly, though by whom is unclear.


While it has been argued by some historians that the whole incident stemmed from an intention by James to rid himself of a family with a history of disaffection and treason, there is no evidence to implicate him in any plot. However, he proceeded against the dead brothers with unprecedented ferocity. Following a posthumous trial, they were declared guilty of treason by parliament on 15 November; their property was forfeited to the crown and their descendants disinherited; their bodies were hanged, drawn, quartered, and distributed to strategic locations in Edinburgh and Perth; and the very name of Ruthven was banned. An annual commemoration day on 5 August was also inaugurated, establishing itself sufficiently to be observed later in England too. In the immediate aftermath of the conspiracy only five Edinburgh ministers refused to give thanks to God, as the king commanded, for his safe deliverance; they were duly banished, and four rapidly gave way. This was the final reinforcement of the message delivered to defiant clergy in 1596 that their independent stance would get them nowhere.


WITCHES AND CATHOLICS


There were, of course, other problems which rumbled on beneath the dramatic highlights, in an ongoing Greek chorus about witches and Catholics. Witch-hunting did not begin in the 1590s; there had been sporadic outbreaks since the passing of the Witchcraft Act in 1563, and awareness of the demonic pact at least since 1572. James himself had met a notorious witch when he was in Aberdeen in 1589; but neither she nor the witches who were menacing Edinburgh and Haddingtonshire in 1590 seemed to hold much terror or even interest for him. That changed virtually overnight, with the spectacular discovery of a coven at North Berwick which was purportedly in league with the devil to destroy the king, his greatest enemy on earth. This piece of flattery, helpfully relayed by the witches to the king, was not itself the flashpoint; James remained surprisingly sceptical, to the utter indignation of the witches. Their spokeswoman, that stately midwife Agnes Sampson, insisted that they were indeed witches and that she would prove it, which she apparently did by telling James of his conversation with his wife, Anna, on their wedding night in Oslo. Scepticism turned to fear and credulity; and the most famous witch-hunt in Scottish history began.


The Scottish witch was a fearsome and compelling figure, far removed from the stereotypical old and impoverished crone. The North Berwick witches and warlocks ranged in social status from a maidservant and a ploughman to a schoolmaster, to the impressive and dignified Agnes Sampson, to members of the legal and gentry circles of Edinburgh, and even to an earl, Bothwell. James wrote, in his Daemonologie of 1597, about the inversion of the coven, the hideous parody by God’s Ape of the service prescribed by God; he missed the ironic dimension of that inversion, that tough Scottish witches were no more prepared to put up with lengthy sermons from the devil than those who suffered from godly ministers. But it was not just the toughness of the witches that created the fever of persecution, which in 1591–2 and again in 1596–7 spread far beyond the North Berwick case. That was made possible by the creation of legal machinery. Standing commissions of the privy council were set up, the first in 1591 Edinburgh-based, the second in 1592 extended throughout the kingdom, enabling commissioners of the general assembly to choose the nobles, lairds, and burgesses who would serve in the localities. This new arrangement of 8 June 1592 was established at a time of comparative weakness for the crown and temporary ascendancy of the kirk, three days after the passing of the Golden Acts.


The North Berwick witches and his own book on the subject have turned King James into the royal demonologist. It is a much exaggerated reputation. By 1597 the king’s scepticism had returned, despite the fact that he was once again plagued by witches, some of whom threatened his life. And because the standing commissions meant that ‘grite danger may ensew to honnest and famous personis’, James revoked them in August 1597.26 Thereafter an infuriated kirk, and disappointed English subjects who produced witches for his inspection, were faced with lack of belief. When Shakespeare used Macbeth’s witches, as recounted by the early sixteenth-century scholar Hector Boece, to flatter the new English king, he wrote a magnificent play; but he mistook his target.


James’s record as far as the Catholics were concerned was if anything even worse for many hot protestants; his refusal to persecute Catholics permanently kept up the hackles of the kirk. It also antagonized his sister monarch of England (for reasons of inculcating obedience if not of faith) and her leading ministers, whose persecution of Catholics was intensified in the last twenty years of Elizabeth’s reign, but who would have to deal with a non-persecuting king after 1603. Jesuit missionaries in the north-east faced nothing of the persecution suffered by their counterparts in England. Indeed, towards the end of James’s life, when the bishop of the Isles appealed to him to take action against the Jesuits in the western highlands, his sardonic response was that if anyone could civilize the highlanders, even if they were papists, they were welcome to get on with it. Beginning with Esmé Stuart, duke of Lennox, Catholics had a presence in James’s court and government which lasted throughout his life. At least three of the Octavians appointed at the beginning of 1596 to manage the ghastly tangle of his finances had Catholic sympathies. While the king had soon had enough of household retrenchment and dispensed with their services, individually they survived in political life. Two of their Catholic or crypto-Catholic members, Alexander Seton of Fyvie and the lord advocate Thomas Hamilton, went on to become earls of Dunfermline and Melrose and, after the earl of Dunbar’s death in 1611, the leading politicians in Scotland. Three exiled Catholic bishops were brought into James’s favour; one, James Beaton, archbishop of Glasgow, he used as his ambassador to France. It was the Catholic poet Alexander Montgomerie who presided over the revival of court culture in the 1580s. Catholicism reached the highest circles of court when, some time in 1601–2, the queen herself converted. According to her confessor, when she tremblingly admitted this to the king, the response was not the expected roar of rage, but a plea that she should not allow her new faith to become a political embarrassment. It was James’s good fortune that she had the sense not to do so, unlike his son’s wife, the overweening and highly embarrassing Henrietta Maria.


Worst of all to the Scottish kirk and the queen of England were the Scottish Catholic northern earls – Huntly, Francis Hay, ninth earl of Erroll, David Lindsay, eleventh earl of Crawford, and William Douglas, tenth earl of Angus – of whom the greatest, Huntly, was an undoubted favourite of the king; for their activities were on an international scale. In 1589 and again in 1592 they had been in contact with Philip II, offering aid for a renewed Spanish invasion first of England and then of the west coast of Scotland. Their intentions merit serious consideration; they were not just belated examples of the over-mighty aristocracy beloved of older generations of historians, but adherents of the Counter-Reformation seeking support from the mightiest Catholic power, even if with no more success than their counterparts in England, the English northern earls in 1569, or Roberto di Ridolfi. Twice, in 1589 and 1594, the king led his forces against them; on both occasions they refused to fight him. Catholic traitors in Scotland and, for that matter, Scottish witches and two hardline presbyterians, Gowrie and his brother, were, it seems, far less willing to kill their monarch than were Catholic traitors in England.


Under pressure the earls were prepared to trim. Huntly had made a very short-lived conversion from Catholicism in 1588, at the time of his marriage to Henrietta, daughter of Esmé Stuart. Exiled in 1595, Huntly and Erroll came back in 1596 with a promise to make their peace with king and kirk. This was the second of Huntly’s four conversions in the course of a very long life; he died a Catholic in 1626. It was also by far the most enjoyable. In June 1597 he and Erroll were solemnly accepted by the kirk in Aberdeen. There then followed a riotous street party, which ended with broken glasses littering the pavements. It is pleasant to record, as an antidote to godly gloom, that some of these glasses had been in the hands of the ministers.


FOREIGN RELATIONS


Another Jacobean myth is that James’s desperation to succeed Elizabeth meant that he endlessly danced to her tune. It was very much otherwise. Unlike his mother, he was not obsessed by dreams of the English throne, but reverted to the earlier Stewart tradition of an inflated pride in kingship of Scotland, inflated because their kingdom was in fact remote and impoverished, but highly effective in that it encouraged their subjects to think likewise. It was a tradition sustained at the council tables rather than the battlefields of Europe. Given its lack of resources, in men and money, Scotland was fortunate in that none but England had tried to conquer it, and even more fortunate that all would-be conquerors had failed to do so; Scottish pride in successful resistance was reflected time and again in the literature of the period, from the late fourteenth century. That pride also enabled it to become a truly European nation. Its kings made their presence felt on the diplomatic stage; its scholars flocked to European universities; its merchants maintained profitable trade links with mainland Europe and with the Baltic, in which England played a minimal part; its art and culture were heavily influenced by Burgundy, France, and Italy. Jacobean diplomacy therefore involved contact with the Baltic – formalized by James’s marriage to Anna of Denmark – the United Provinces, France, Spain, and the papacy; and, despite the howls of the kirk, trade was maintained with France and opened up with Spain. Confessional divisions within Europe now enabled this king, who believed himself to be the leading protestant prince of Europe but was also of a profoundly ecumenical cast of mind, to pursue a very catholic foreign policy, in which he combined friendship with the protestant powers with good relations with the Catholic ones, presenting himself as rex pacificus.


James’s diplomacy was not always, of course, motivated by lofty ecumenical vision. James was a practising politician. In 1595–6 he engaged in some very shady diplomacy, sending John Ogilvy (Pourie Ogilvy) to Madrid and Rome. There Ogilvy gave out that James had an enthusiasm for the Catholic faith which circumstances made it impossible for him to acknowledge openly. In Rome he overplayed his hand by suggesting that a papal pension might make things easier; understandably the pope was not convinced. But the real intention was to discourage Spain from running a Catholic claimant on Elizabeth’s death, and to that extent it succeeded. Rumours that he hoped to convert his Scottish and then his English kingdom lingered on for a decade, and contributed towards dissuading the infanta Isabella from making any move over the English succession.


This is the context into which James’s relations with Elizabeth must be set. The child who had roused her rage when in 1578 he sent her a flattering letter which ended with his refusal to take her advice, the ‘false Scots urchin’ of 1581, did not change; throughout her life her efforts to play a maternal role, advising a young and inexperienced king, were a dismal failure. ‘Methink I do but dream’, she burst out in fury in 1592 over James’s treatment of the northern earls.27 The king did nothing to awaken her; he himself, like his northern earls, was weighing up the advantages of friendship with Spain in that year. Unlike his mother, with her constant nagging about the English succession, James after Mary’s death in 1587 knew perfectly well that he was the obvious successor to the childless queen. The propensity of Tudor monarchs for playing around with the succession was the only conceivable threat from Elizabeth. Thus in 1588 James demanded an English dukedom as one of the prices for support against the Armada, in order to remove the taint of being an alien; no dukedom was forthcoming, but neither was the support. But although as late as 1600 Sir Thomas Wilson could record that no one dared mention the Scottish king as a possible successor, and even on her deathbed it is not entirely clear whether Elizabeth did recognize him as her heir, she came very close to admitting reality in 1587, referring to the ‘greater prize’ which James would get if he did nothing to react to his mother’s execution. The king had no pressing need, therefore, to seek her goodwill. Hence in 1584 he could cheerfully turn down the proposed solution to the problem of Mary, that she should be restored to her Scottish throne as joint ruler with James; he enjoyed his kingship, and was far too confident in his own abilities to want to share it with a difficult and damaging woman.


Thus it is not surprising to find that James’s interest in the English succession was directed not at Elizabeth but at foreign powers which might intervene, and after the earl of Essex’s execution in 1601 at that leading politician Sir Robert Cecil, with whom he kept up a ‘secret’ correspondence from 1601. He was writing not as a suppliant but as a king, whether in attempting to hoodwink Philip II and the pope or – more worrying to Cecil – making his attitudes all too clear. For he was in contact not only with Cecil but with Henry Percy, ninth earl of Northumberland, and the crypto-Catholic Henry Howard, very much out of favour under Elizabeth. Northumberland’s optimistic belief that ‘your majestie . . . will think that your honor in being reputed a king of England will be greater than to be king of scottes’,28 so that James would turn his back on his Scottish subjects, was unfounded, as events of the next few years would show. But Cecilian dominance was also clearly under threat. And not only dominance, for James left him in no doubt about his rejection of Elizabethan and Cecilian policy towards Catholics. Cecil’s concern about his reluctance to persecute at least the Jesuits, ‘that generation of vipers’,29 provoked the response – chilling or magnificent, depending on one’s point of view – that:


I will never allow in my conscience that the blood of any man shall be shed for the diversity of opinion in religion . . . No! I am so far from any intention of persecution, as I protest to God I reverence their Church as our Mother Church, though clogged with many infirmities and corruptions, besides that I ever did hold persecution as one of the infallible notes of a false church.30


James might be irritated about Elizabeth’s relentless longevity, but only because it postponed his English future. His confidence contrasts sharply with the increasing worries of his future English subjects. They, as the grim 1590s wore on, had to live with the knowledge that their ageing monarch might die at any time. At war with Spain and uncertain of what would have been the final irony of the Tudor age, a return to the Wars of the Roses with a dynastic challenge at home – they were far more fearful than King James of what might happen when she did die. The best option was the Scottish king, that king who had already emphatically demonstrated that he was the independent monarch of a separate and independent kingdom, who would be no mere English cipher. An even more striking symbol of his independence was the large and virtually annual pension which that notoriously parsimonious monarch Elizabeth paid to James between May 1586 and December 1602. The 1590s were also a grim decade for the Scots economically, though without the additional burden of war. But in terms of Anglo-Scottish politics all the advantages – and the future – lay with them.


KING BY THE GRACE OF GOD


Throughout his life James was a remarkable phenomenon: a king with an enormous literary output. In this he was unrivalled. Unlike Henry VIII he was his own polemicist; unlike Elizabeth, far more than a translator. His range is astonishing: the poet-king and writer of poetic theory; the new David, with his translation of the Psalms; the theologian; the political theorist as well as practising politician; the speech and letter writer on a huge scale. His harsh education failed to discourage his love of the things of the mind; the king famed to this day for his passion for hunting was, in his own time, equally famed for his passion for retiring into his study for solace and as an escape from relentless and importunate suitors. Several of his holograph manuscripts survive. Perhaps none gives so evocative a picture of the scholar-king as the manuscript of his Basilikon Doron. Though it is impressively bound in purple velvet, with the royal initials, the Scottish lion and the thistles stamped on the binding in gold leaf, the inside is a wonderful comedown, a mess such as no teacher or publisher would accept today; the opening of every section reflects graphically the problem of getting started, with the erasures, the inserted scrawls, before the words begin to flow, and all written on sheets which owe nothing to modern standardization of paper size.


Yet for James the disappearance from the bustling world into the study was not a retreat from kingship. Rather, it was an integral part of kingship. Kings impressed their stamp on the culture of their courts. This king made his mark in 1579 with his splendid entry into his capital, for him a symbol of his emergence from regency government. The royal court itself had effectively gone into abeyance during the regency; when he arrived at Holyroodhouse, there was one court poet, Patrick Hume of Polwarth, alone filling the bardic chair in the chimney nuik. That was to change dramatically; the early 1580s witnessed an astonishing flowering of poetry, with a group of poets, Alexander Montgomerie, Hume, William Fowler, John Stewart of Baldynneis, rivalling one another as they vied for the king’s favour. But James was not only the royal patron; he was the royal poet – and more than that. In 1584 he produced the Reulis and Cautelis to be Observit and Eschewit in Scottish Poesie. This laid down the rules for Scottish poetry – specifically distinguished from English – which would form the basis of the impressive culture of James’s court. He was therefore doing far more than patronizing and commissioning those who would produce that culture; he was himself creating it, and legislating for it. The first ‘law’ this king ever made was his law for Scottish poesie.


It was almost certainly James’s most enjoyable piece of legislation. For what he was doing was both kingly and sheer fun. His own poetry showed a light-heartedness which would never really be repeated, teasing Montgomerie – ‘belovit sandirs maister of oure airt’ – for boring everyone by boasting about his horse, which came last in the race; laughing at himself for trying to write when under the influence of Bacchus. More seriously, he and his poets introduced the sonnet, which was much more wide-ranging in its subject matter than the English version; he and they exchanged translations; he wrote a long and moving poem, The Phoenix, on the death of Esmé Stuart, and a huge, fast-moving epic on the battle of Lepanto, which this lover of peace clearly greatly enjoyed. Probably in 1589–90, he composed an unfinished poem which beautifully demonstrates his confidence in his kingship:


As I being a King by birth . . .


& laiking parents, brethren, bairns or any neir of kinn


inkaice of death or absence to suplee my place thairin


& chieflie in so kittill a lande quhaire fue remember can


for to have seine governing thaire a king that vas a man.


Yet these misfortunes, the absence of effective adult rule since the death of his grandfather James V in 1542, were in no way a source of distress. James’s belief in God’s plan led him to assert that his destiny did not lie in perfidious fortune, and contrast himself with those who ‘wandered here and there by gess vith groaping stummelling oft’; ‘I may affirme that in my self I proved it to be true’.31


By this time, however, James was writing far less poetry and turning instead to theology. His first biblical commentary, on Revelation, published in 1588, had a preface not by one of his poets, but a minister of the kirk. Its main theme was an attack on Antichrist: the pope, with his minions the Jesuits and his allies the Turks. This shows for the first time an apparent ambivalence in James’s approach, which appeared again in his writings after 1603; for his attack hardly squares with his diplomacy and his refusal to persecute Catholics, even after the Gunpowder Plot. In Lepanto, published in 1591, he was careful not to award the victory to a Catholic hero over the infidel Turks; God had joined battle with Satan. In his commentary on Revelation he was associating the pope directly with the Turks. Yet this onslaught is perhaps not entirely inconsistent with his more conciliatory approach. He had already carved out his role as poet-king who inspired and presided over a distinguished court. Now he was creating a new image: the theologian-king who would enter directly, as the leading protestant prince of Europe, into the theological debates and divisions of his day. This did not affect his intense dislike of persecution, his growing ecumenism, his awareness of diplomatic considerations. It did enable him to establish the foundations of his approach.


James’s next work, the Meditation upon . . . 1 Chronicles, Ch. 15, written in 1589, provides a different and more domestic insight, very much reinforcing his practical dealings with the kirk. For when describing the elders, captains, and priests and Levites who accompanied David when he brought the ark of the covenant to Mount Sion, he made a remarkable comment on the second verse of the chapter:


this is to be marked well of Princes, and of all those of any high calling or degree that hath to do in God’s cause. David did nothing in matters appertaining to God without the presence and speciall concurrence of God’s ministers, appointed to be spiritual rulers in his Church.32


This is very far removed from the idea of an endlessly harassed king, prey to the bullying of the Melvillians. He never acknowledged Melvillian claims for the superiority of spiritual rulers. But his vision of the kirk clearly envisaged the king working with the more moderate ministers; and this was producing results already visible in the late 1580s, and very clear in both Scotland and England after 1603.


A postscript to this is James’s Daemonologie of 1597. Once again he was taking up the great cosmic theme of God’s battle with Satan. But it is a curious and flat work, lacking all the verve and style with which this master of prose normally expressed himself; and it gives all the air of having been dashed off in a hurry. It surely reflects his changed attitude to witches. A king involved in one of the great causes célèbres of witch-hunting was hardly likely to deny the validity of witchcraft; but he had developed uncertainties, just detectable in his writing, about the validity of individual witches. His work was, he said, designed to resolve doubting hearts. His own heart was surely in doubt; and he signed off on witchcraft.


James’s next move took him into the area for which he is best known, the discussion of the nature of kingship itself. In 1598–9 he wrote what are probably his most famous works, and also probably the most misunderstood by later commentators. Basilikon Doron and The Trew Law of Free Monarchies33 are, to begin with, not written by James I; those who categorize them in this way make nonsense of them, first because they are the king’s mature reflections on his Scottish kingship within a European context – as he himself emphatically stated in the preface to the 1603 edition of Basilikon Doron – and second because the author, even when he referred to his tracts after 1603, would never have limited himself or them to the smaller confines of English kingship. Moreover, the distinction between The Trew Law and Basilikon Doron has been persistently obscured. The first is the theoretic defence of kingship by divine right, with a dash of historical ‘fact’ to back it up; the second is a practical manual of kingship, written for James’s son Henry, and therefore very much in the speculum principis genre, with a dash of divine-right theory.


Writing The Trew Law brought James straight into the European debate about kingship, a debate begun not by the divine-right theorists but by the Calvinist resistance theorists – the ‘monarchomachs’ – who argued for contractual kingship and therefore the right of the people, defined either loosely or as the nobility or lesser magistracy, to remove the king if he broke his contract and, if necessary, kill him. The first explosion of this theory had come in the 1550s at the hands of the Marian exiles who included the Scot John Knox. The second, a refined and much more sophisticated version of the first, was produced in the 1570s after the massacre of St Bartholomew, mainly by the Huguenots, but also by Calvin’s successor at Geneva, Theodore Beza, and by James’s tutor, the Scot George Buchanan. This was answered by Jean Bodin in his République. He was followed by a number of writers justifying divine-right theory, including, in 1600, the exiled Catholic Scot William Barclay, who applied it to both king and pope. One of these writers was another Scot, and a king.


Reading the text of The Trew Law instantly disposes of the idea espoused by whig historians that James’s theory was the product of autocratic, let alone absolutist tendencies. He rejected contractual theory partly on the grounds of history: kings came before parliaments, and therefore were the original law makers; ‘and so it follows of necessitie, that the Kinges were the authors & makers of the lawes, and not the laws of Kings’.34 He also picks up on the caution of earlier political theorists, notably Thomas Aquinas, when he argues that even a tyrannical king will not be wholly lustful and lawless, and that removing him may well lead to more disorder as men struggle to find an alternative and set up new laws – an almost prophetic comment on what would happen in 1649 – and moreover reiterated the theme that a tyrant is sent by God as punishment for the sins of his people. For that reason the penalty for resistance might be heavy indeed; for it could ‘please God to cast such scourges of princes and Instruments of his furie into the fire’. However, he ended his work with an awesome warning, to God-sent tyrants; they would not escape punishment, but


by the contrary, by remitting them to God (who is their only ordinary judge), I remit them to the sorest and sharpest Scoolemaister that can be devised for them. For the further a king is preferred by God above all other ranks and degrees of men, and the higher that his seate is above theirs: the greater is his obligation to his maker . . . The highest bench is the sliddriest to sit upon.35


There are curious quirks in The Trew Law. Arguing against Knox and Melville, as well as Buchanan, meant invoking scripture; James chose to cite Samuel’s reminder to the Israelites of the terrible fate that awaited them when God gave them the king they so strenuously desired, a somewhat negative justification of divine-right monarchy. Less grimly, the man waiting for Elizabeth to die could not resist contrasting Scotland favourably with England, one of those societies which had been ‘reft by conquest from one to another, as in our neighbour countrie in England (which was never in ours)’, so that William the Conqueror ‘changed the lawes [and] inverted the order of governement’;36 the concept of the Norman yoke, developed in seventeenth-century England, had an early expression in The Trew Law. It was the same need to indulge Scottish humour at the expense of his future kingdom which was to prompt him in 1600 to point out that in changing the beginning of the year to 1 January instead of 25 March he was doing what other civilized countries did; manifestly these did not include England. Once again James’s writings are a guide to his political attitudes.


Basilikon Doron is a work of wholly different flavour. It did give a nod to divine-right theory in the first section, in the king’s duty to God, when James reminded his son that God ‘made you a little God to sitte on his throne, and rule over other men’.37 In the second section, however, came the fireworks, with a vitriolic and sardonic attack on the Melvillians, the main target of attack in the book, with their cry for ‘paritie’ and ‘unitie’, which meant only division and disruption, and their overweening pride: these puritans, who insisted that ‘wee are all but vile worms, & yet wil judge and give law to their king, but will be judged nor controlled by none: surely there is more pride under such a ones black-bonnet nor under great Alexander’s Diademe’.38 Thereafter the book is informed by wit, humour, and sheer common sense. There is very balanced advice on how to treat the nobility, who must not be allowed to become too powerful, but equally must be relied on as ‘the armes and executers of your lawes’, and as his principal advisers, whose service honours the king.39 His passage on economic problems shows the layman’s lack of understanding, concerning itself too much with high prices and poor quality, and threats of strike action. But he has a well-considered section on the choice of marriage partner, which might fall well short of modern feminist standards, but is remarkably humane. Not surprisingly he advocated peace, but was also prepared to advise on unavoidable war, and the need to be slow in making peace as well as war; but the effect of this is perhaps undermined when his real priority showed up in the amazing recommendation that if the prince had to go to war, he should wear light armour for easier ‘away-running’, singularly unheroic but also no doubt highly practical.40 This comes in the third section, ‘Indifferent things’, whose keynote is archetypal Jacobean moderation, in food, language, and recreation. The prince must eschew pedantry; he must keep himself fit, but not put himself at risk by aspiring to excel at any cost. Hence the advantages of hunting (though hardly a sport without risk).


The first edition of Basilikon Doron was extremely private; it ran to seven copies, for specific individuals. But James’s enjoyment of and pride in his book are very evident. It was revised in 1601; an English edition flooded the market in spring 1603; and it was a work to which he referred probably more than any of his others. He had every right to enjoy it; the Melvillians were furious. He could take pleasure in writing advice for his son in an affectionate and humorous way, far removed from the hectoring style adopted by Elizabeth when she tried to advise him. It is worth noting, when considering his approach to kingship, that it was the practical manual which he visibly preferred to the theoretic Trew Law. It is also worth noting that those modern scholars who have sought to shroud it, along with The Trew Law, in the mysteries of state, ignore James’s own stated intention. Just as with the Daemonologie, so with Basilikon Doron; it was, he said, written to explain his kingship of Scotland, the kingdom of which he had experience, and explain it, to great effect, he did.


By the time he was writing these works James had moved beyond the preoccupations with the glories of Scottish poetry which had been so much a feature of the early 1580s. Now the interest had widened. He had inherited an English family of musicians, the Hudsons, from his mother, but they had been absorbed into Scottish court culture. For his marriage celebrations he had asked Elizabeth for six masquers and six torch-bearers, and for English actors, and English actors were invited again in 1594, presumably for the baptism of his son Henry. Then in 1599 Laurence Fletcher and his men arrived in Edinburgh, giving rise to a furious row between a theatre-hating ministry and a theatre-enthusiastic king, which the king won, and, possibly having stayed in Scotland in the interim, they turned up again in 1601, when they went on tour to Dundee and Aberdeen. Fletcher’s name headed the list, with Shakespeare’s second, in the letters patent to the new King’s Men in May 1603; indeed, there is a tantalizing hint that Shakespeare may himself have gone to Scotland with Fletcher. The future king of Britain was already introducing a cross-fertilization of cultures.


THE UNION OF THE CROWNS


On 24 March 1603 the long-awaited event finally happened: Elizabeth died. The English privy council immediately wrote to James offering him the crown. James’s response was to accept it, to thank the English councillors on Elizabeth’s behalf for their loyal service, to ask their thanks to God for the blessing about to come among them – a nice example of the mental world of kingship – but to point out that he could not simply rush off from Edinburgh, and therefore would ask them to keep the kingdom ordered and peaceful until his arrival. It was a reasonable enough request. But it produced a frantic response from the English council. For the king’s letter had not contained the correct formula authorizing them to act; and so, strictly speaking, at this potentially very tense moment English government went into abeyance until the king wrote two further letters, sending ‘out of hand’ new commissions as a matter of urgency, and rather tetchily suggesting that they might now do as he had asked.41 It was an immediate and deeply worrying clash of styles. A Scottish king, unaccustomed to the bureaucratic and civil service mentality and sophistication of England, was being told for the first time that his priority, which was to get things done, came up against an English insistence on getting them done in the right way. It was not a good omen.


Moreover, the abnormal circumstances of James’s accession created their own abnormal problems; fixing one’s interest with the new king was exceptionally difficult when the king was 400 miles away and would take time to reach his English capital. The unfortunate Robert Cecil, trapped in London with other privy councillors, could only watch as others flocked north to greet their monarch, and do his best to offset their advantage; in particular, strenuous efforts were made to keep Sir Walter Ralegh away from James. Cecil’s quite unrealistic suggestion that James should travel south incognito until he reached Cecil’s brother’s seat, Burghley House in Northamptonshire, got the dusty answer that the new king had no intention of denying York, the second city in the kingdom, a celebration party. He could do nothing to stop James sending an order for the release of the earl of Southampton, imprisoned in the Tower for his part in the rising in 1601 of Cecil’s major rival Essex. He could only do his best, pointing out his family’s distinguished record of service to the crown, and trying to indicate that by remaining in London and denying himself the great joy of seeing his majesty’s sweet face he was continuing that service, unlike those who were rushing out of London in the self-interested search for patronage. But Cecil’s dominance in Elizabeth’s last years had already been threatened by the warning note that James was no novice in the art of kingship; and it was now further undermined simply by the political events of spring 1603.


The underlying problem was how the union could be made to work. There was no shortage of exemplars: the Spanish monarchia, the Scandinavian composite kingdoms, the union of Poland and Lithuania, and the short-lived unions of Poland and France and Poland and Sweden. All were cited in the flood of tracts on union produced by English and Scots after 1603. It was not reassuring that the English view was that Scotland should be incorporated into England, the Scottish that the two kingdoms should be equal partners. The English approach had all the extra edge of bitterness that a Scottish king should do what great English kings had tried and failed to achieve, unite the kingdoms by annexing Scotland. The Scots had no intention of allowing their triumph to dissolve into the creation of precisely the situation which the English had failed to bring about. Moreover, the composite kingdoms of England and Wales and Ireland hardly provided a model to be followed with any enthusiasm; the Nine Years’ War with Ireland, just ended, spoke for itself. All that could be said for 1603, therefore, was that for the present it averted an English succession crisis. For the future, fear rather than optimism was the dominant note.


In the short term, however, the atmosphere was intoxicating. In April and early May 1603 the new king of England travelled south to London, a journey in which, famously, the crowds flocked to meet him; in which, equally famously, he hanged a thief without due process of law and doled out knighthoods with a more than lavish hand; and in which as a prologue to controversies to come, he was presented with the millenary petition by ministers hopeful of reform of the church. There was wild enthusiasm for a king, after fifty years of female rule; as the lord keeper, Thomas Egerton, Lord Ellesmere, wrote in his notes for his speech at the opening of James’s first parliament in 1604, ‘In sted of [Elizabeth’s] age & orbitye [childlessness] . . . the Kinge of Masture yeres, Experienced in governments, & behould the Q[ueen]. A ladye . . . Descended of the moost Royall sept, & progenye etc. ordeyned to breede & bring fourth kings’.42 There was huge relief that the Stuart succession went unchallenged. Even the plague which hit London in April 1603 apparently failed to undermine the prevailing mood, although it killed nearly a quarter of the capital’s population, halted the frenzied printing of the new best-seller, Basilikon Doron, led to a postponement of James’s state entry into the city, and curtailed attendance at the coronation of the king and queen at Westminster Abbey on 25 July.


Two days after Elizabeth’s death Sir Robert Cotton produced a treatise extolling the name of Britain; as in the past smaller kingdoms had joined to become the kingdoms of England, France, and Spain, so now the smaller kingdoms within the British Isles would come together under the ancient name of Britain; and Cotton rushed to demonstrate his prestigious Scottish connection with the house of Bruce, now styling himself Robert Cotton Bruceus. Poets such as Michael Drayton and Samuel Daniel in England and Alexander Craig and Robert Ayton in Scotland took up his theme; and the triumphal arches and pageantry designed by Ben Jonson and Thomas Dekker reinforced it in James’s ceremonial entry into London when the disappearance of plague allowed the resumption of public gatherings and for the court to return to the city in March 1604. The costly display funded by London and its guilds was all very heady, and it impressed the king.


The veneer of joy and excitement was dangerously thin, however. ‘Never people so happye, yf Wee have grace to see & feele our owne happiness’, said Ellesmere in his notes for his 1604 speech.43 But public ceremonial of this order was never to be repeated and the heady start did not translate into lasting good will. The English might rejoice in a king with three living children but they had long forgotten the cost of a royal family; and the purveyance carts which rumbled along ahead of James’s progress through the southern counties in summer 1603 had their own heightened unpopularity. There were arguments about whether Scottish household officials should get the same fees as English ones. James’s attempts on his journey south to appoint equal numbers of English and Scottish gentlemen of the bedchamber was a failure from the beginning, provoking the king, as early as May 1603, to create a bedchamber which would remain predominantly Scottish until 1615, to the understandable fury and resentment of his English subjects. At the same time, the success of Englishmen like Cecil and Henry Howard (created earl of Northampton in 1604) in obtaining formal office in government to the exclusion of rivals like Sir Walter Ralegh and Sir John Fortescue exacerbated tensions.


In summer 1603 there were two small and unsuccessful plots. In late June and early July it emerged that a number of Catholics, including William Watson, a mentally unstable priest, and Sir Griffin Markham, a country squire, had conspired to kidnap the king in order to secure concessions for the practice of their religion and the removal of government ministers identified with the persecution of their community during the last years of Elizabeth’s reign. This so-called Bye Plot failed to attract the high-placed supporters its protagonists had anticipated, and collapsed after internal recriminations and betrayals, but it was soon overshadowed by the Main plot. The latter was first disclosed by George Brooke, who while on trial in July for his involvement in the former, confessed that his elder brother Henry Brooke, eleventh Baron Cobham, had been conspiring with Charles de Ligne, count of Aremberg, to obtain 600,000 crowns from Spain to finance James’s overthrow and his replacement with his cousin Lady Arabella Stuart. Cobham in turn implicated Sir Walter Ralegh, who did not subsequently deny he had been attentive to Cobham’s schemes: Ralegh’s recognition that Cecil was determined to deny him influence with James apparently led him at least to postulate treason. None the less, although found guilty at his trial in November, Ralegh, like Cobham, Markham, and Lord Grey, was ultimately reprieved by the king; lesser men like Watson and Brooke suffered death. More generally a host of small people – saddlers, weavers, and yeomen – were indicted in the southern counties for speaking against the accession of a king whom they regarded as foreign, and therefore no true king of England. In Scotland an already touchy council produced a Scottish translation of the English council’s letter to James offering him the throne. And a surly Scotsman, disliking what he regarded as the excessive obsequiousness of the English crowds, muttered sourly that ‘this people will spoil a gud king’.44
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