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Introduction


To read most histories of Scotland – indeed of most countries – you’d be forgiven for thinking that women are a recent invention. From the earliest records to the Victorian age – and in some cases well into our own times – the archives show a country largely run for and by men. For far too long, in everyday life women were kept in the wings, just as in illuminated manuscripts we were consigned to the margins, alongside decorative flowers and tim’rous, cowering beasties. For those of us who grow peppery at the woeful absence in historical accounts of one half of the population, it is not good for our blood pressure to trawl through Church and court records, treasurers’ receipts, royal charters, property deeds or the works of chroniclers, themselves always male. It is like going for a walk in the countryside where laid out before you are hills and trees and rivers, to find there is no birdsong, no barking dogs or frolicking lambs. The scene is partial, incomplete, and for that reason eerily empty.


Scotland: Her Story is an attempt to put women back into the picture, and to add depth and colour to the often monochrome portrait of the past. To this end, I have worked like a metal detectorist, reading my way across acres of recorded history, hoping for the dancing needle or high-pitched tone that would alert me to something worth digging out. From the early centuries, sadly, there was woefully little. To have any chance of being documented in the Middle Ages or before, a woman had to be a member of the aristocracy, or else the victim or perpetrator of an outrageous crime. The nuns of Coldingham monastery in 870 who, under their abbess’s instruction, sliced off their own noses and top lips rather than be raped by rampaging Vikings, would doubtless have preferred to live in peace than make it so gruesomely into the archives. Their bloody appearance is a rare moment when women are glimpsed in such mortally dangerous situations, and acting with the same high courage as men whose names are remembered. Of course, if you are by nature optimistic, then neglect of women’s affairs might suggest that whatever happened to them was for the most part less extreme and noteworthily nasty. It seems to me more probable, unfortunately, that unless they were servants of the Church, or had royal connections, women’s fates, be they miserable or glorious, were simply not deemed worthy of comment. Not, that is, until the witchhunts began. In that shameful period, females of all classes suddenly found themselves in the spotlight, most of them innocent victims of hysteria and prejudice. Their persecution was, tragically, the reverse side of the coin. As in centuries before and after, women were seen by the authorities as potentially dangerous and subversive, especially those who did not conform by marrying, or who were too temptingly attractive, or dabbled in the supernatural, or were healers, eccentric, or simply old, poor and haggard. All of them were fair game at a time when popular feeling was roused against the wiles of woman-kind and their potentially ruinous allure.


Witches are a special case, a brief parting of the curtain on an ugly scene. It is not until the nineteenth century that we first catch sight of those such as the young girls and women who worked down the mines in Ormiston in East Lothian. When they were interviewed by a commission on child labour, officials could scarcely believe what they heard. The mournful voices of these underground toilers are among the most powerfully affecting you’ll ever find. They emerge fleetingly from the gloom, like waifs in Les Misérables, but in their piteous descriptions of what they endured you can catch the echo of thousands more like them who were all but enslaved, whether working in the mines, or in factories, or on the land. And this, it’s worth remembering, in one of the best-educated and most God-fearing countries in Europe.


For much of the past two millennia, it has been kings, nobles, bishops, Kirk ministers and latterly politicians who have dictated the terms by which the country was controlled, whether in laws passed or unwritten rules of behaviour designed at least in part to keep wives and daughters in their place. What insight we get into women before the early modern period is almost always from writings and documents composed by men, the self-appointed arbiters of what was to be recorded, and what to be forever forgotten or overlooked. Thus the lives of the vast majority of womenfolk, before the seventeenth century, go largely unseen and unheard. It is a telling silence. Those who have no voice are, by implication, powerless. The same omertà holds for the poor and the uneducated of either gender, conditions that pertained to the bulk of the country well into the sixteenth century, when literacy slowly began to spread. Children, both girls and boys, have also passed under a cloak of invisibility, their thoughts and names evaporated as if they never existed. By this measure, you could say that far more than half of Scotland’s history has been forever lost.


The question all this raises, of course, is of how we define history. Is it the rigid backbone of the body politic, formed by the major political and religious events that have shaped our nation – the succession of kings, queens and regents, the treaties and charters by which alliances and enemies were made? Is it the battles and murders, the ideologies and crusades, the enterprises, expeditions and inventions on which our present fortunes were founded? That certainly is how it was taught in my schooldays. We learned of the Roman invasions, and the Pictish fight-back. We marvelled at the tenacity of Robert the Bruce, though there was no mention of the appalling reprisals his female supporters suffered. We were thrilled by stories of Mary, Queen of Scots, who alone brought a sense of glamour and immediacy to the concept of sitting on the throne. But the tragic outcome for this mercurial and perennially fascinating woman was insidiously used to underline the point that women were not to be trusted to hold the reins of power. We could be fickle, mendacious and weak. Above all, when it came to men, we too often were, in Muriel Spark’s phrase, ‘bad pickers’, for which the country was made to suffer.


I have included several episodes from Mary Stuart’s extraordinary story, though in a life so dramatic there were many others which equally deserved a space. To view Scotland’s history through the eyes of women without placing her centre stage would be to underplay the impact she made. In her own time, her good fortune in having a son, while Elizabeth I remained childless, ultimately led to the Union of Crowns under James VI in 1603 and thereby, some have argued, to the Union of Parliaments in 1707. Yet her significance has lived on beyond these dynastically and politically momentous events. Mary’s chequered career, in which she made too many dubious alliances and miscalculations, has indelibly shaped ideas of women and leadership, initially for the worse, but recently more generously and hopefully. Unlike her ardent rival Elizabeth I, the Scottish queen could never be accused of quashing sentiment in pursuit of her aims. In remaining true to herself, nurturing her profound piety and rich imagination, and rarely curbing her emotional volatility, Mary Stuart never lost sight of her birthright, and her entitlement to govern. Even at the very end, with her head on the block, she retained her dignity in a way that has awed and inspired women ever since. Despite the dreadful errors of judgement she made, she is a peerless example of persistent hope, and the embodiment of a nobility that refused to surrender to self-pity. While certainly no role model, she used all her powers, for good and ill. Scotland would have been a more interesting and cultured place had there been more royal women like her.


Compared with the high drama of this queen’s sorrowful tale, it is no wonder more ordinary women have barely registered. Until recent decades men have been the architects of Scotland, whether at Bannockburn, Flodden or the Somme, or during the violent upheavals of the Reformation and the Killing Years of the Covenanting period and the ongoing legacy of sectarianism, or while making a living by crofting, fishing and farming, or in factories, banks and offices. Women played a role – and some of them are thankfully caught in the act – but their part was almost always viewed as secondary. It was not, however, negligible. The outraged housewives of Glasgow and Edinburgh in 1637, for instance, who rounded on priests who dared preach from Laud’s Book of Common Prayer, hint at a truth that contemporary historians have long known: the fact that their deeds are rarely found in print does not mean that women held a minor position. Quite the reverse. As a result, by the time our actions are routinely found in print, and we are giving our own accounts of what we have seen and done, our influence has likewise grown.


As if to keep step with women’s increasing participation in the running of the country, our understanding of history has expanded exponentially, and it is within this context that Scotland: Her Story must be viewed. Those hoping for a crammer of the key points in our past will be disappointed. Too often women had nothing to do – so far as the record goes – with affairs of state. This is the problem with looking at history as witnessed by women. Just as men-only narratives offer a limited truth, so does the all-female version. Even so, it is hoped that this overview will fill some of the gaps and point to a richer shared heritage. It might also suggest a way of augmenting the male component of history too, since the low status of women has been echoed in the frequent neglect of the ordinary man’s contribution.


In the past half century, thanks to the work of social and economic historians, the subject that Professor Tom Devine calls ‘the Queen of Disciplines’ is no longer predominantly a litany of dates, laws and charters, of competing rulers, leaders and soldiers, of shifting borders and switching loyalties. It has a more generous and subtle purview. The experience of being alive is now recognised as fundamental to fathoming the past. Consequently, Scotland: Her Story tries to tease out the contribution of women to the country’s evolution, and to chart, where possible, developments or innovations as observed or initiated by women. Some of the most momentous events are seen only from the sidelines, but what a view this nevertheless gives. One such is the testimony of a widow whose house was near Culloden battlefield. Wild-eyed Jacobite soldiers who had hacked and burned their victims to death in the grounds of her house insisted on showing her what they had done, knowing full well her sympathies were with the other side. Thirty years earlier, the wife of a captured Jacobite aristocrat showed bravery to match any advancing soldier as she attempted to liberate him from the Tower of London the night before his execution. Just as dauntless were the nurses working on the front lines in the Great War.


Yet while always aware of trying to reflect pivotal moments of history, my focus has equally been on capturing the ways in which women and their mothers and daughters actually lived. Entries have been selected for the light they throw on their times as well as on their own distinctive situation, one person’s experience mirroring the many. Thus the manner in which well-off families educated their girls, as seen in a bill for a term’s schooling at an eighteenth-century Edinburgh dame school, or the first frank discussions of how best to maintain a sexual rapport in marriage, as intimated by Marie Stopes, are as crucial for deciphering our past as the deployment of armies, attachés and spies. History lies as much in what Jessie Kesson called the ‘sma’ perfect’ as in the stand-off between global leaders. It is found in the tumbledown ruins of cottages in Caithness and Sutherland, where crofters were evicted in favour of sheep, as well as in the tumultuous tides of international affairs. Despite the bellowing nature of much political discourse, history is also made on the seemingly humdrum home front: young Grizel Baillie smuggling out food from the dinner table to feed her father, who was in hiding in an underground church vault in fear of his life; a liberal Edinburgh lawyer’s wife setting up the first benefit society for women; Glasgow wives vehemently protesting rent rises while their men were away at war; a Communist couple adopting a black baby, and then another; a schoolgirl facing down one of the country’s most eminent lawyers as she made a stand against sectarian bigotry.


This is not to suggest that women’s history is on the small scale while men’s is monumental, but it is to accept that since for centuries only a fraction of us have been in a position to wield authority in the public sphere, it is therefore inevitable that our ideas and actions have been conducted more within the domestic realm. Even those who defied their own times (and their private inhibitions) to follow their calling, such as the mathematician Mary Somerville, had to do so while overseeing their home and making sure the children were being cared for. Just as Jane Austen hid her writing whenever visitors came into the room, Somerville had to break off midway through algebraic calculations to provide refreshments for unexpected guests with every appearance of pleasure. That in winter she had to work in the drawing room because there was no fireplace in her ‘little room’, says as much about her self-esteem as about the cost of coal.


The net of history in which women are caught, even fleetingly, is no less important than that of men, but it has been given far less emphasis. For those concerned, falling in love, getting married, having a baby – or a miscarriage or abortion – are, for a time at least, as important as international events. These are crucial components of women’s history, and I have tried to represent them as fully as possible. For that reason, the book gives a protracted, roaring account of modern childbirth, which is how history began and will continue.


At various points, regardless of whether they were wives or mothers, women have sparked medical and educational revolutions, social and economic advances, and led the vanguard in the arts or sciences. Sometimes they have been heroic in just keeping the household running. As the cookery-school founder Mrs Margaret MacKirdy Black wrote in the preface to her manual of how to keep house,


people cannot prosecute business with great energy, or study with much enjoyment or profit, if there are worries at home, or muddle and discomfort there. This is quite apparent to all, and though it seems a matter of minor importance compared with the great interests and objects that have to be carried on out of doors, yet if the household machinery is out of order, or not moving smoothly, the derangement may be carried forward till very important interests are disturbed.


Jane Welsh Carlyle’s compendious letters are a running commentary on the state of her Victorian household and her marriage to the brilliant but moody historian Thomas Carlyle. By turns sardonic and witty, thoughtful and soul-searching, they show the ways in which highly intelligent women were held, if not precisely captive, then confined, allowed to flicker like candles rather than blaze like a fire. But some were able to shine far from the confines of the scullery and parlour – Mary Slessor, for instance, whose courage as a missionary in Nigeria makes for electrifying reading. There are countless examples of women defying the odds and emerging triumphant, yet this should come as no surprise. In fact, while it is frustrating for us today to know nothing of the existence and achievements of generations of womenfolk before our time, for their contemporaries I suspect they always knew they were capable of great things. Women might not have found their deeds immortalised in ink or on monuments, but to their families and friends, those with exceptional skill, determination and stamina did not go unnoticed. Ian Niall’s description of the Herculean work done by nineteenth-century farmers’ wives in the course of a day makes you tired just to read it. The chutzpah of a pioneer such as Susan Allison, who in the 1860s started married life in a cabin as the only white woman in the wilds of British Columbia, is staggering. She was no more remarkable, though, than Dundee’s mill-workers, whose day began in the factory, and continued when they returned home for a second shift of shopping, cleaning, feeding and caring. Their champion Mary Brooksbank was just as intrepid, standing up to the authorities to demand better conditions, and prepared to be sent to the cells for it. Or there was Elsie Inglis, who refused to sit at home sewing when soldiers at the Western and Russian fronts needed field hospitals. And Winnie Ewing, SNP MP, who endured such persistent and aggressive sexism on the back benches at Westminster it almost made her ill. And Judy Murray, who put everything she had to give into helping her sons become world-class tennis players and in so doing brought a touch of stardust to Scotland.


You do not, however, need to have the soul of Joan of Arc to be part of the vast panorama of our past. History is made in quieter moments too. Whether it’s the ale women, whose popular trade was governed by strict laws, or soldiers’ wives and prostitutes who, as camp followers, were never far from the sides of their men, or those paupers and criminals who ended up in the poorhouse, their presence is felt. Perhaps the most notable of these, whose name was never recorded, is the Tumbling Lassie, an acrobat whose employer claimed he had bought her. The sensational prosecution he raised to retain ownership, in 1687, was the first in which human rights were invoked, thereby setting the girl free. The Tumbling Lassie disappeared into her own future, but her case marked a new awareness of individuals’ worth, regardless of their status.


That there is such scant trace of those who were witnesses to previous centuries makes one all the more grateful for whatever scraps can be found. Here, then, I have drawn for the early centuries on what little official documentation there is. Much of it is too dry or convoluted to print. The revolutionary Education Act of 1560, for example, which made provision for girls as well as boys to be given a rudimentary education, is as thrilling to read as the small print on a parking ticket. Even so it is possible in occasional vivid passages to find footprints of a few of the women who helped shape the Middle Ages and the centuries to 1700. Thereafter the sources improve, from Church and court registers to private correspondence and memoirs. Official documents in the form of government surveys and reports continue to be useful into the twentieth century, from descriptions of conditions in asylums and hospitals, to prisons and schools. By the eighteenth century the pickings grow much richer, and we do not have to rely so heavily on men’s judgement of what deserves a mention. From this period, a handful of well-educated women are writing their own accounts, among them the brilliant society figure Lady Anne Barnard. She might not rival Jane Carlyle as a literary stylist, but unlike Jane she travelled extensively, and made an impression wherever she went. As diaries and journals and letters like hers slowly appear, women emerge from behind the arras. There is, for example, the disturbing testimony given by the Countess of Strathmore to the cruelty inflicted on her by her sadistic husband; even worse was the treatment meted out to Lady Rachel Grange, who was abducted and kept prisoner for years on her husband’s instructions. This was a heinous crime that would have gone unnoticed but for two anguished letters she smuggled out. The following century there are amorous missives from the genteel Madeleine Smith, acquitted of murdering her lover, although the not-proven verdict speaks for itself. Around the same time the so-called Factory Girl, Ellen Johnston, left an understandably overwrought memoir. It must stand as one of the very earliest accounts – inevitably oblique – of sexual abuse. Her ordeal over several years was so appalling it made her contemplate suicide. Hardly more cheerful, though written with astonishing spirit, is the diary kept by Mary Milne, from Selkirk, when she was the cook for Elsie Inglis’s hospital unit in Russia. Thereafter memoirs and autobiographies came into their own, whether by politicians like Katharine Murray, Duchess of Atholl, the country’s first female MP, or Jess Smith’s recollections of her traveller family’s experiences. Yet there remain tantalising gaps. Where, for instance, are those intrepid women who worked behind enemy lines? Where is a refugee’s journal, or a GP’s trove of letters? If any exist I would be delighted to include them in future editions of this book.


Newspapers can sometimes fill the breach, offering plain testimony to women’s affairs, from suffragettes to musicians. Far more vivid, though, are the oral testimonies collected in particular by the tireless historian Ian MacDougall. Thanks to him, and others of his ilk, we hear first-hand what it was like to work at the pithead, or on a dairy farm, or in a snooty Edinburgh department store.


Inevitably there are gaps – some conscious, others simple oversight. This is not, for instance, intended as a surrogate biographical dictionary. Nor have I included every occasion where women have broken the glass ceiling, such as the first female Kirk minister, who was ordained in 1969, or the first to take advantage of Muirfield Golf Course reversing its ban on female members (at the time of writing, a woman has yet to enter Muirfield clubhouse in her own right). With the Kirk, I have included instead the ordeal of a minister drummed out after she was raped. This is not to deny that the Church of Scotland has fully embraced women leaders, as has the Scottish Episcopal Church, but to show that the prejudice against women, fomented at the Reformation, has not yet been eradicated, whether in this institution, or in many other corners of the country.


Interest and readability have been the guiding principles behind everything included, so to ease the flow, I have not included ellipses to indicate words or sentences jumped over in many pieces, especially the older sections. Those wishing to read the original passages in full will find details in the list of sources. There have also been many discarded items. Where a notable experience or event has been tediously or colourlessly or inaccurately described, it has fallen regrettably by the wayside. In one instance, I could not find the piece I was looking for, so I asked for it to be written for this book especially. Hence the reflections of playwright Jo Clifford on the long, painful process of changing her identity from that of a man to a woman. I hope this powerful insight into the changing nature of womanhood and gender, along with all the other pieces, compensates for any absences.


Gathering the material for Scotland: Her Story has been eye-opening. On one hand, it has been intensely galling to see the persistent sidelining and belittling of women down the ages. But such is the interest in the exploits of those included, and the range of fields in which they have distinguished themselves, by the time I had gathered all these pieces my feeling was not of resentment or disappointment, but of the highest respect and, on occasion, awe. Inevitably there are criminals, cheats, abusers and bullies, but they are heavily outweighed by women of principle and character. What stands out is the stamina and fortitude of those who either excelled in the area of life into which they were born, or were determined to make their way on a bigger stage. That the world was so hostile to women of talent – and women in general – was the biggest hurdle they had to surmount. It could be dispiriting to reflect how many had to remake the wheel every time, but it is better to be inspired by admiring those who refused to be downcast. Thanks to sheer bloodymindedness, the only Scottish footballer to have played in a World Cup-winning side – for Italy – is Rose Reilly, who as a child would not be bawled off the pitch, and would not accept that the beautiful game was for boys alone. While speaking of sport, the definition of Scottish for the purposes of inclusion, an issue familiar to managers picking national teams, is broad. It includes those who are Scottish by marriage, by residence and ‘by formation’.


With Reilly, as with many within these pages, a lifetime of hard work seems to be the common denominator. Added to this is resilience, and an awareness that they could not depend on anyone but themselves either to get on, or simply to survive. Women in Scotland these past 1,300 years have proved stoical, determined and fiercely resistant to being patronised, put down or silenced. From the early Middle Ages to today, when we occupy the highest positions of state, Scotland: Her Story reflects the gradual but sustained advance towards a situation where equality of opportunity and status is a given. We are not quite there yet and, sadly, gender is not the only bar to progress, or to achieving what we would wish. A child aspiring to be a pianist or a veterinary surgeon cannot snap her or his fingers to make their wish come true. Much – too much – depends still on upbringing and wealth, or the lack of them. Yet if Scotland: Her Story can be said to demonstrate one thing – a message that can be passed, like the Olympic torch, from one century to the next, and from one woman to another – it is the overriding importance of talent and personality in making history happen.


Rosemary Goring
August 2018         
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THE FINAL LETTER WRITTEN BY MARY, QUEEN OF SCOTS


8 February 1587


This final letter, written by Mary, Queen of Scots to Henri III, King of France hours before her beheading, is among the most powerful ever sent. In many ways it is a model of a historical document, conveying the author’s personality – dignified, angry, sorrowful but neither remorseful nor afraid. Those traits were the mark of a ruler who continues to fascinate, because for all its seeming openness, what this missive does not reveal is whether or not the charges for which she was imprisoned were true. Unless new evidence comes to light, those facts went with her to the grave. Mary Stuart was gifted and complicated, an erratic monarch, devout Catholic, talented writer and linguist, and an uncowed captive, who never once conceded that she was anything but a woman wronged. As with many of the eye-witness accounts that follow in this collection, her perspective is vividly immediate and compelling. That it is biased is inevitable, as are almost all contemporary records, no matter how objective they may at first appear. It is for readers to glean what they can, and let their imaginations fill in the gaps.


Sire, my brother-in-law, having by God’s will, for my sins I think, thrown myself into the power of the Queen my cousin, at whose hands I have suffered much for almost twenty years, I have finally been condemned to death by her and her Estates. I have asked for my papers, which they have taken away, in order that I might make my will, but I have been unable to recover anything of use to me, or even get leave either to make my will freely or to have my body conveyed after my death, as I would wish, to your kingdom where I had the honour to be queen, your sister and old ally.


Tonight, after dinner, I have been advised of my sentence: I am to be executed like a criminal at eight in the morning. I have not had time to give you a full account of everything that has happened, but if you will listen to my doctor and my other unfortunate servants, you will learn the truth, and how, thanks be to God, I scorn death and vow that I meet it innocent of any crime, even if I were their subject. The Catholic faith and the assertion of my God-given right to the English crown are the two issues on which I am condemned, and yet I am not allowed to say that it is for the Catholic religion that I die, but for fear of interference with theirs. The proof of this is that they have taken away my chaplain, and although he is in the building, I have not been able to get permission for him to come and hear my confession and give me the Last Sacrament, while they have been most insistent that I receive the consolation and instruction of their minister, brought here for that purpose. The bearer of this letter and his companions, most of them your subjects, will testify to my conduct at my last hour. It remains for me to beg Your Most Christian Majesty, my brother-in-law and old ally, who have always protested your love for me, to give proof now of your goodness on all these points: firstly by charity, in paying my unfortunate servants the wages due them – this is a burden on my conscience that only you can relieve: further, by having prayers offered to God for a queen who has borne the title Most Christian, and who dies a Catholic, stripped of all her possessions. As for my son, I commend him to you in so far as he deserves, for I cannot answer for him. I have taken the liberty of sending you two precious stones, talismans against illness, trusting that you will enjoy good health and a long and happy life. Accept them from your loving sister-in-law, who, as she dies, bears witness of her warm feeling for you. Again I commend my servants to you. Give instructions, if it please you, that for my soul’s sake part of what you owe me should be paid, and that for the sake of Jesus Christ, to whom I shall pray for you tomorrow as I die, I be left enough to found a memorial mass and give the customary alms.


This Wednesday, two hours after midnight.
Your very loving and most true sister, Mary R
To the most Christian king, my brother-in-law and old ally


[image: Illustration]


AWAKE FOR SIN


The Venerable Bede, before 683


Entering the cloisters was a popular choice in the early Middle Ages, but not all who took holy orders did so because of religious conviction. It was often simply the best option for daughters who could not or did not want to find a husband and had no hopes of any inheritance to keep them in old age. Ebba, or Aebbe, who founded monasteries at Ebchester and St Abb’s as well as at Coldingham, was a princess, the daughter of Aethelfrith, King of Bernicia. She was deeply pious, but unable to control those in her charge. The chilly outpost of Coldingham monastery, by the North Sea, housed monks and nuns together, and suffered the perhaps inevitable problem this raised. Even the saintly St Cuthbert, when visiting, was said to have struggled with temptation. Here Bede records the ascetic Adamnan’s warning to the abbess.


In these times the monastery of virgins which they name Coldingham . . . was consumed by fire through fault of carelessness. And yet all who know have been very easily able to perceive that it happened from the wickedness of them who dwelt in it, and especially of those who seemed to be the greater.


But there lacked not a reminder to the guilty of God’s mercy, that corrected by it they might like the Ninevites turn from them the anger of the just Judge by fasting, tears and prayers. For there was in that monastery a man of the race of the [Irish] Scots, Adamnan by name, who led a life in continence, and greatly devoted to prayers to God; so that except on Sunday and on the fifth day of the week he never partook of any food or drink, and often passed whole nights awake fully in prayer.


It chanced that on a certain day he had gone out a considerable way from that monastery, one of the brethren accompanying him, and was returning after finishing his journey. And when he approached the monastery and beheld its building rising aloft, the man of God burst into tears, and betrayed in the expression of his face the sorrow of his heart. And his companion perceiving it asked him why he did thus. But he replied, ‘All these buildings which thou seest, public and private, very soon is it that fire shall consume them and turn them to ashes.’


And hearing this [his companion,] so soon as they entered the monastery, took heed to relate it to the mother of the congregation, Ebba by name. But she was naturally disturbed by such a prediction, and called the man to her, and very diligently inquired the matter of him, and how he knew of this.


And he said:– ‘Recently, while occupied by night with vigils and psalms, I saw suddenly standing before me one of the unknown countenance. And since I was terrified by his presence, he told me not to fear; and addressing me as in a friendly voice he said, ‘Thou dost well, who hast chosen in this time of the quiet of night not to indulge in sleep, but to continue in vigils and prayers.’ And I said, ‘I know that it is very needful for me to continue in salutary vigils, and to pray to God industriously for pardon for my sins.’ And he rejoined, ‘Thou sayest truth, because both for thee and for many others there is need to atone with good works for their sins. For indeed I have visited in order all this monastery, and have looked into the houses and beds of each, and have found no one of all save thee busied with the welfare of his soul; but all of them, both men and women, are either sunk in dull sleep or awake for sin. For even the small houses which were made for prayer or for reading are turned into lairs of banquettings, potations, gossiping and other allurements.


‘Also the virgins dedicated to God, spurning respect for their profession, so often as they have leisure employ themselves in the making of fine raiment with which either to deck themselves like brides, to the danger of their condition, or to attract to themselves the friendship of strange men. And hence deservedly a heavy punishment has been prepared in raging flames for this place and its inhabitants.’


And the abbess said:– ‘and wherefore wert thou not willing sooner to reveal to me this discovery?’ And he answered, ‘I was afraid, through respect for thee, lest perchance thou shouldst be too greatly distressed. And yet thou hast this consolation, that this disaster will not arrive in thy days.’


And when this vision was made known, for a few days the inhabitants of the place began somewhat to be afraid, and to chastise themselves, pausing in their crimes. But after the death of the abbess they returned to their former defilement so, nay they did more wickedly. And when they said ‘Peace and security,’ suddenly they were visited by the penalty of the aforesaid retribution.
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VIKING INVADERS ARE REPELLED


Matthew Paris, 870


Viking invaders were terrifyingly brutal, but when her priory was threatened, Abbess Ebba of Coldingham matched them for ferocity and courage. After the destruction of Coldingham monastery by fire two centuries earlier, it had been rebuilt, and by the later ninth century was most probably a nunnery. Ebba the Younger, as she was known, must have been a charismatic figure, because what she asked of her nuns, in order to save them from rape, was extreme. Chronicler Matthew Paris describes the horrific scene.


In the year of the Lord 870 an innumerable host of Danes landed in Scotland; and their leaders were Inguar and Hubba, men of terrible wickedness and unheard-of bravery. And they, striving to depopulate the territories of all England, slaughtered all the boys and old men whom they found, and commanded that the matrons, nuns and maidens should be given up to wantonness.


And when such plundering brutality had pervaded all territories of the kingdoms, Ebba, holy abbess of the cloister of Coldingham, feared that she too, to whom had been instructed the care of government and pastoral care, might be given up to the lust of pagans and lose her maiden chastity, along with the virgins under her rule; and she called together all the sisters into the chapter-house, and burst into speech in this wise, saying, ‘Recently have come into our parts the wickedest pagans, ignorant of any kind of humanity; and roaming through every part of this district they spare neither the sex of woman nor the age of child, and they destroy churches and churchmen, prostitute nuns, and break up and burn everything they come upon. Therefore if you decide to acquiesce in my advice, I conceive a sure hope that by divine mercy we may be able to escape the fury of the barbarians and to preserve the chastity of perpetual virginity.’


And when the whole congregation of virgins had undertaken with sure promises that they would in all things obey the commands of their mother, that abbess of admirable heroism showed before all the sisters an example of chastity not only advantageous for those nuns but also eternally to be followed by all succeeding virgins: she took a sharp knife and cut off her own nose and upper lip to the teeth, offering a dreadful spectacle of herself to all beholders. And since the whole congregation saw and admired this memorable deed, each one performed a similar act upon herself, and followed the example of her mother.


And after this had so taken place, when next morning dawned, the most wicked brigands came upon them, to give up to wantonness the holy women, and devoted to God; as also to plunder the monastery itself and burn it down in flames. But when they saw the abbess and each of the sisters so horribly mutilated, and saturated with their blood from the soles of their feet to their crowns, they retired from the place with haste, for it seemed to them too long to stay even for a short space there. But as they retired thence the aforesaid leaders commanded their evil satellites to set fire to and burn down the monastery with all its offices and with the nuns themselves.


And so the execution was fulfilled by the servants of iniquity, and the holy abbess and all the virgins with her attained most holily to the glory of martyrdom.
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QUEEN MARGARET’S SAINTLY WAYS


Turgot of Durham, c. 1070s


Born in exile in Hungary, around 1045 the English Princess Margaret arrived in England as a girl, but was obliged to flee to Scotland following the Norman Conquest. Known as Margaret of Wessex, she married Malcolm III of Scotland, a most rambunctuous and brutal soldier, whose behaviour was rather at odds with her extreme piety. Appearances may have been deceptive, however, because Margaret’s Christian habits appear to have tamed his wildest excesses (except when he was on the battlefield). She also introduced religious reforms that were considered far-sighted, especially in helping to align the Scottish Church with European practices. Turgot, the Bishop of St Andrews, was a close associate of the royal family, and later wrote Margaret’s biography. As this passage suggests, she could be steely and stubborn. She died in 1093, days after her husband’s death in battle, and was canonised in 1250. After the Reformation her relics were scattered. There is a grisly irony in the fact that for a time, Mary, Queen of Scots was in possession of her head, to help her safely through childbirth. After it fell into the hands of the Jesuits it was later lost, like many other relics, during the French Revolution.


For repressing all evil in herself, there was great gravity in her joy and something noble in her anger. Her mirth was never expressed in immoderate laughter; when angry she never gave way to fury. Always angry with her own faults, she sometimes reproved those of others with that commendable anger tempered with justice which the Psalmist enjoined, when he says, ‘Be angry and sin not.’


‘O my children,’ she would say, ‘fear the Lord; for they that fear Him shall not want anything that is good; and if you love Him, He will give you, my darlings, prosperity in this life and eternal felicity with all the saints.’


On Maundy Thursday and at High Mass [her husband Malcolm] used to make an offering of gold coins, and some of these she would often piously steal and give away to the beggar who was importuning her for alms. Often indeed the King, who was quite aware of what she was doing, though he pretended not to know anything about it, was greatly amused at this kind of theft, and sometimes, when he caught her in the act with the coins in her hand, would jocularly threaten to have her arrested, tried and condemned.


[During her all-night devotions] nine orphan little children, who were utterly destitute, she caused to be brought in to her at the first hour of the day in order that she might feed them. For she ordered soft food, such as little children delight in, to be prepared for them daily; and when the little ones were brought to her, she did not think it beneath her to take them on her knee and make little sups for them, and to place them in their mouths with the spoons she herself used.


While this was going on, it was the custom to bring three hundred poor people into the hall, and when they had been seated round it in order, the King and Queen came in, and the doors were shut by the servants, for with the exception of the chaplains, certain religious, and a few attendants, no one was permitted to witness their alms-givings. The King on the one side, and the Queen on the other, waited upon Christ in the person of His poor, and with great devotion served them with food and drink.
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MATILDA RELUCTANTLY WEARS THE VEIL


Edmer, 1100


Princess Matilda, originally christened Edith by her parents Queen Margaret and Malcolm III, caused controversy when she agreed to marry Henry I, King of England. She had been raised by nuns in English monasteries, and took to wearing a veil because she did not want to accept any of the men her father suggested as husbands. The ploy was almost her undoing. This extract comes from the disingenuous testimony she gave to Anselm, the Archbishop of Canterbury, to prove that she had never taken her vows. Only when that fact was established could she legitimately wed.


‘But yet,’ said she, ‘I do not deny that I have worn the veil. For, when I was a girl, and trembled under the rod of my aunt Christina, whom thou knowest well, she, in order to save my body from the raging lust of the Normans, – who lurked at that time in wait for every one’s shame, – used to put a black hood over my head; and if I threw it off, used often to torture as well as dishonour me with cruel lashings and with too revolting taunts.


‘And although I endured this hood in her presence, moaning and trembling, yet so soon as I could withdraw from her sight I was wont to seize it, fling it to the ground, and trample on it with my feet, and thus, though foolishly, to rage in the hatred with which I burned against it.


‘In this way and no other, my conscience to witness, was I veiled. Yet if any say that I was consecrated, the truth about that too may be gathered from this, that (as many still surviving knew) my father’s anger was kindled when he chanced to see me veiled, although in such manner as I have said: he lifted his hand and caught the veil, rent it in pieces, and called down God’s hatred upon the one who put it upon me, asserting that he would rather have destined me to be earl Alan’s wife [possibly Alan Rufus or Alan the Black] than to consort with nuns.’
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A HOUSE FULL OF LEPERS


Aelred of Rievaulx, 1100


For all her loathing of the veil, it seems her mother’s selfless behaviour remained a powerful influence on Matilda.


One deed of hers I shall relate, which I have heard from the mouth of the oft-to-be-mentioned and never-to-be forgotten king David.


‘While I served,’ said he, ‘as a youth in the king’s court, doing on a certain night I know not what in my dwelling with my friends, I was called by her and came to the queen’s chamber. And behold the house was full of lepers, and the queen stood in the midst; and after laying aside her cloak, and putting on a linen covering, she poured water into a basin, and began to wash and to dry their feet; and after drying them to press them with both hands, and to kiss them.


‘And when I said to her, “What dost thou, O my lady? Truly if the King knew this, he would never deign to kiss with his lips thy mouth, polluted with the corruption of lepers’ feet.”


‘Then she said smiling, “Who knows not that the feet of the eternal King are to be preferred to a mortal king’s lips? – I indeed have called thee, dearest brother, that thou mayst learn from my example to perform such things; take therefore the basin, and do as thou seest me do.”


‘At this word I was great afraid, and replied that in no wise could I endure it. So she persisted in her task, and I, guilty one, laughing returned to my friends.’
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A MUCH-MALIGNED WIFE


William of Malmesbury, 1107


This short note seems to conceal a wealth of misery on both sides of an expedient marriage. It took place when, after the death of King Edgar, his brother Alexander succeeded to the throne. Henry I of England, keen to maintain good relations with his neighbour, used one of his many illegitimate children, Sybilla of Normandy, as a diplomatic pawn. However, Malmesbury appears to have been either misinformed or merely reflecting his own opinion of the queen, as all other accounts suggest the pair were happily married.


When Edgar succumbed to his destined fate, Henry allied to himself his successor, Alexander, giving him his illegitimate daughter in marriage. Of her while she lived [Alexander] had no offspring, so far as I know; and when she died before him, he grieved not much for her. For the woman lacked (so it is said) what might have been desired of her, either in modesty of manners or in refinement of person.
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A NURSEMAID WITNESSES HORROR


Orderic Vital, c. 1115


At the time of this grisly story, David, youngest son of Margaret and Malcolm III, and future King of Scotland, was Prince of the Cumbrians. Around the year 1113 he married Maud, Countess of Huntingdon.


Now his first-born offspring, of male sex, was cruelly slain by a certain miserable cleric, who for an unheard-of crime which he had committed among the Norwegians had been punished by the loss of his eyes and the cutting off of feet and hands. For there, after receiving the sacraments, when the people had retired, he struck a certain priest while he celebrated mass a strong blow with a great knife in the abdomen; and horribly scattering his intestines, sacrificed him upon the altar.


He was afterwards received by Earl David in England, for the love of God, and sufficiently sustained in food and clothing, along with a child, his daughter: and as if wishing to caress the two-year-old son of his benefactor, he cruelly thrust him with the iron fingers he used, being maimed; and thus, by instigation of the devil, without warning scattered the entrails of the suckling between the hands of his nurse. And thus was done to death the eldest child of David.


Therefore [the cleric] was bound to the tails of four wild horses and when they pulled vigorously in different directions, he was torn asunder, for the terror of miscreants.
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KING MALCOLM’S MOTHER GOES TOO FAR


William of Newburgh, 1153


Malcolm IV of Scotland was widely regarded as a preternaturally pious figure, despite being so young. English chronicler William of Newburgh described him hyperbolically as shining ‘in the midst of a barbarous and perverse race like a heavenly star’. To his peers, apparently, he ‘appeared as a monk’. This account suggests that even his mother felt he needed to gain a little worldly wisdom.


But upon the advance of youth he lacked not some who, sent by Satan, recking as nothing the loss of chastity in themselves, with wicked daring and poisonous persuasion urged him to the experience of carnal pleasure. But he, already desiring to follow the Lamb wherever he should go, had with his whole bosom inhaled the zeal for holy integrity, and knew that this treasure was to be cherished in the frail flesh as if in an earthen vessel; and at first the unbecoming persuasions of his contemporaries, and even of those whom he held in the place of masters, and then, when yet they held not their peace, so checked them with a certain authority by word and countenance that none of them henceforth dared try such things with him again.


But the enemy, urged on by jealousy, repulsed in this laid stronger snares for the godly child. He employed the mother, to insinuate to him the hidden poison as the counsel of motherly kindness; and not only to allure him by blandishments but even to instigate him by commands, urging him to be a King, not a monk; and showing that a girl’s embraces best befitted his age and body. Constrained rather than conquered by his mother’s import unity, he appeared to consent, not to distress his parent.


She gladly, standing by the bedside of her reclining son, placed by his side a beautiful and noble virgin, without opposition from him. When the accomplices had gone out and he had obtained solitude, fired by the flame of charity rather than of lust he rose immediately, and for the whole space of the night left the royal couch to the virgin, and slept upon the pavement [floor], covered with a cloak. Since he was found thus in the morning by the attendants, and the maiden’s testimony followed, the virginity of both was declared.


When his mother afterwards employed either reproof or blandishments, by a certain authority of the constancy of his mind, he constrained her, so that she thought not to venture further in this matter.
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QUEEN MARGARET’S ONGOING INFLUENCE


Roger Hoveden, 1199


More than a century after her death, and long before her official canonisation, the influence of Queen Margaret lived on.


In the same year, when William King of Scots, was in the purpose of coming into England with an army, he went to the tomb (which is at Dunfermline) of St Margaret, formerly queen of the Scots, and passed the night there. And being warned in his dreams by a divine oracle not to invade England with an army, he allowed his army to return home.
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A QUEEN RUNS FOR HOME


Flores Historiarum, 13 February 1261


The Queen Margaret referred to here was the daughter of Henry III, and the wife of Alexander III who, after her death in 1275, was notorious for his womanising. In an era when childbirth was a daunting and often fatal ordeal, who can blame her for wanting the comfort of home and the presence of her mother, Eleanor of Provence, as she prepared to have her first child?


During the same days Queen Margaret of Scotland bore her firstborn daughter in the castle of Windsor, where she had made a prolonged stay with her mother.


And learning this the Scots took it very ill that their queen should have been delivered outside of her own realm; for they had been altogether ignorant when she departed that she was so near to her confinement. For she had carefully hidden this from them and from the king, that thus regaining her native soil she might the more gladly fulfil the desire of child-birth.
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RULES FOR ALE WOMEN


Leges Quatuor Burgorum, 13th century


Although the ordinary classes of women did not hold positions of public authority, they played a part in the running of towns and villages, providing some of the day-to-day necessities. Since ale was generally drunk in preference to water, being much cleaner and safer than water from town wells and streams, ale women were important figures. Regulation of the trade was strict, as the following edict shows. An ale-wand was the piece of peeled willow branch that hung outside the premises indicating that ale was sold within.


Quhat woman that wil brew ale to sell sal brew al the yeir throw eftir the custom of the toun, and gif scho dois nocht, scho sal be suspendit of hir office be the space of a yeir and a day. And scho sal maik guid ale and dois agane the custom of the toun and convikkit of it, scho sal gif til her merciment [fine] viii s. or than thole the law of the toun, that is to say, be put on the kuk-stule [ducking stool], and the ale sal be gevin to the puir folk the twa part and the thrid part send to the brethir of the hospital . . . And ilk browstar sal put hir ale-wand outwith hir hous at hir window or abune hir door, that it may be seeabil comounlie til all men, the quhilk [which] gif scho dois nocht, scho sal pay for hir defalt iiid.


[image: Illustration]


THE MAID OF NORWAY’S FATE IS FEARED


Bishop William Fraser, 7 October 1290


The succession to the throne was a thorny issue since Alexander III died suddenly with no surviving children, in a fall from his horse. His eldest child, Margaret, had married the King of Norway and her three-year-old daughter, also Margaret, had been confirmed as his heir. Not all agreed, however, and long before the maid set out for Scotland, Robert the Bruce and John de Balliol were staking claims for the Crown. When Bishop William Fraser wrote this letter to Edward I, who was acting as broker between all these factions, his anxiety was palpable. Unknown to him, the (by then) seven-year-old Maid of Norway was already dead. His worries were well founded. Her arrival ought to have signalled the start of a new era of union with (and possible submission to) England, because it had been agreed that she would marry Edward I’s son and heir, Edward of Caernarfon. Instead, news of her demise thwarted Edward’s hopes and triggered the Wars of Independence, in which Robert the Bruce eventually prevailed. Years after the Maid of Norway’s death, a woman arrived at the Norwegian court claiming to be the long-lost princess. Demonstrably a fraud, she was burned at the stake. At the point at which the bishop writes, however, there is still hope that she has survived.


Your ambassadors and we set ourselves to hasten our steps towards the parts of Orkney to confer with the ambassadors of Norway for receiving our Lady the Queen, and for this we had prepared our journey. But there sounded through the people a sorrowful rumour that our said Lady should be dead, on which account the kingdom of Scotland is disturbed and the community distracted. And the said rumour being heard and published, Sir Robert de Brus, who before did not intend to come to the foresaid meeting, came with a great following to confer with some who were there. But what he intends to do or how to act, as yet we know not. But the Earls of Mar and Atholl are already collecting their army; and some other nobles of the land join themselves to their party and on that account there is fear of a general war and a great slaughter of men, unless the Highest, by means of your industry and good service, apply a speedy remedy.


My Lords the Bishop of Durham, Earl Warenne and I heard afterwards that our foresaid Lady recovered of her sickness, but she is still weak; and therefore we have agreed amongst ourselves to remain about Perth, until we have certain news by the knights who are sent to Orkney, what is the condition of our Lady – would that it may be prosperous and happy; and if we shall have the accounts which we wish concerning her and which we await from day to day, we will be ready to set forth for those parts, as is ordained, for carrying out the business committed to us to the best of our power. If Sir John de Balliol comes to your presence we advise you to take care so to treat with him that in any event your honour and advantage be preserved. If it turn out that our foresaid Lady has departed this life (may it not be so), let your excellency deign if you please to approach towards the March [the border], for the consolation of the Scottish people and for saving the shedding of blood, so that the faithful men of the kingdom may keep their oath inviolate, and set over them for King him who of right ought to have the succession, if so be that he will follow your counsel. May your excellency have long life and health, prosperity and happiness.


Given at Leuchars on Saturday the morrow of Saint Faith the Virgin, in the year of our Lord 1290.



WARRANT FOR THE COUNTESS OF BUCHAN’S CAPTURE


1306


Isabella MacDuff, Countess of Buchan, was Robert the Bruce’s second cousin. Her husband John Comyn reviled Bruce for murdering his cousin, Red Comyn, in 1306, and switched sides to the English. The countess remained loyal and was determined to be present at Bruce’s coronation at Scone, on 25 March, at which by hereditary right she was to place the crown on his head. In carrying out her clan duties (albeit a day late), she infuriated her husband, who had to be restrained from killing her by King Edward I. He, instead, wished her to be imprisoned in public in a cage, as ‘a spectacle and eternal reproach’. She endured this punishment for four years, before being relocated to better quarters but it is presumed she died while still in captivity. Other women supporters of Bruce suffered appalling reprisals for their allegiance.


It is ordained and commanded, by letters under the Privy Seal, to the Chamberlain of Scotland or to his Lieutenant at Berwick on Tweed, that in one of the turrets within the Castle in the same place, in the place where it seems to him most suitable, he shall make a cage of strong lattice, of fuist and bars, well strengthened with iron, in the which he shall put the Countess of Buchan.


And that he cause her to be so well and surely guarded in that cage that she cannot get out. And that he appoint one woman, or two, of the said city of Berwick, English, who shall be free of suspicion, to serve the said Countess with food and drink and other things which are needful in that dwelling.


And that he has her so well and straitlay guarded in that cage that she speak to no one, neither man nor woman, who is of the Scottish nation, nor to any other, nor shall they have access to here save only the woman or women assigned to her, and those who guard her.


And that the cage shall so be made that the said Countess shall have the concession of a privy, but that this shall be so well and firmly constructed that it shall cause no danger in the matter of guarding the said Countess.


And that he who shall have her in keeping be charged to answer for it, body for body, and that he shall have an allowance for expenses.


In the same manner it is ordered that Mary, sister of Robert Bruce, formerly Earl of Carrick, shall be sent to Roxburgh, to keep there in the castle in a cage. Also Marjorie, the daughter of Robert Bruce, shall be delivered in Messire Henry de Percy, to put her in England in safe-keeping, and also Christina, the sister of the said Robert Bruce, who was the wife of Christopher de Seton, to be put in guard in England in the same manner.
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WEDDING LIST


Exchequer Rolls of Scotland, 17 July 1328


This inventory from the marriage of David II and Johanna of England, at Berwickupon-Tweed, offers a fascinating glimpse of luxury in a hardscrabble age. As well as revealing the habits of high society it also marks an attempt by Robert the Bruce to make peace with England after Edward II’s death the year before. David was Bruce’s four-year-old son, and Johanna the seven-year-old sister of the newly crowned Edward III. This rare period of tranquillity was short-lived. On Robert the Bruce’s death the following year, conflict once more resumed.


Item, to buying 23 pieces of coloured cloth, and 23 pieces of striped cloth, for the robes of the knights at the wedding at Berwick, £173 9s 2d. And for 20 pieces of cloth for the squires, and 16 pieces for the sergeands, £90. And for 41 surcoats of miniver, £63 10s 6d. And for 24 surcoats of vair, £22 16s. And for 73 surcoats of strandling, and 7 surcoats of squirrel, and 100 hoods of miniver, £64 5s 6d. And for 100 surcoats of budge, 40 hoods of budge, £17 10s. And for 4,200 ells of canvas, 1,270 ells of linen, 345 ells of napery, 687 ells of towelling, £108 14s 7d. And for 4,360 pounds of almonds, 600 pounds of rice, 40 loaves of sugar, weighing 378 pounds, £53 18s. And for 180 pounds of pepper, 55 pounds of mace, 27 pounds of cloves, 10 pounds of nutmegs, 5 pounds of grain of Paradise, 3 pounds of cicovalens, £36 5s 2d. And for 2 pounds of spikenard, 8 pounds of colouring for the food, 74 pounds of cinnamon, 55 pounds of galingale, 43 pounds of saffron, 70 pounds of cooking-sugar in barrels, 70 pounds of cummin, 1 bale of ginger weighing 180 pounds, 1 pound of dragées, 204 pounds of sweets, 41 pounds of special sweets, £53 9s 7d.


And for 13 pieces of wax, weighing two hundred stones, £51 13s 6d. And for twenty casks of wine, £75. And for 1 cask of vinegar, 2 pipes of verjuice, 2 pipes of olive oil, 1 pipe of honey, 2 barrels of mustard, 7 barrels of eels, containing 2,200, two casks of white fish, £24 15s 6d. And for three large cooking pans, seven large ladles, four large copper baking tins, with the necessary chains, and three large gridirons, for all of which [the Chamberlain] must otherwise account, £20 2s. And to Peter ‘of the machines’ for buying and bringing over these things from Flanders to Scotland, under contract made with him at the rate of two shillings in the pound, £85 11s.


Total of all this, £941 6d.
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A MOTHER’S IMPOSSIBLE CHOICE


John Major, July 1333


When Edward I laid siege to Berwick, hostages were taken to make sure the town kept its promise of surrendering if they were not relieved by the Scots by 19 July. One hostage was Thomas Setoun, son of Berwick’s governor. Somehow the Scots managed to get supplies through the cordon, and Governor Setoun therefore insisted the terms of the deal remained intact. But the English saw it otherwise.


Whereupon the enemy hanged Thomas Seton, their hostage, on a high gallows in the sight of his parents, believing that by the death of their son and heir, his parents, especially his loving mother, would be brought to surrender the town at once to the English. But this high-hearted woman ranked the town and her country’s freedom above her son’s life.
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BLACK AGNES DEFEATS THE ENGLISH


Liber Pluscardensis, 1338


On 13 January 1338, Agnes, Duchess of Dunbar and March, was alone in Dunbar castle with her servants and guards when the English attacked. This raid, under the command of William Montagu, the 1st Earl of Salisbury, was intended to help wrest the throne from David Bruce on behalf of Edward Balliol. Instead they were thwarted by a woman who appears to have had no fear. With her husband away fighting in the Scottish army, she withstood siege for five months, using her wits to bamboozle the enemy. At one point legend has it that the English troops produced Agnes’s brother with a noose around his neck. Go ahead, she said, telling them if they carried out their threat she would then inherit the earldom of Moray. Known as Black Agnes because of her dark hair and complexion, she is an inspiration and not just to those of us raised in Dunbar. Some even say they have seen her walking the castle ruins – although this part of town does have an abundance of pubs.


On the 13th [January], the castle of Dunbar was besieged by Sir William Montagu, Earl of Salisbury, and by the Earl of Arundel, leaders of the army of the King of England: for half a year they were there, assailing that castle with divers engines, but they could do nothing against it. Nor was any other captain in command there but the Countess of March, commonly called Black Annes [Agnes] of Dunbar, who defended the besieged castle most laudably: who also was most wise, diligent, and cautious. She herself, in mockery of the English, would in the sight of all dust with a fair cloth the place where a stone from their engines had struck the ramparts.


The King of England, hearing that they gained little there, sent a strong force to their aid, but the column was broken up, put to flight, and destroyed by Sir Laurence Preston, who however was himself wounded in the mouth by a spear, and died on the field, his men not knowing of it.


After this, the Earl of Salisbury, who took very ill the severe defeats inflicted by the Scots lords on the English troops who were coming to his aid, and wishing to attack the said castle more powerfully, had constructed a certain engine called a Sow, and brought it up to the walls of Dunbar Castle. Which, when Black Annes saw, she said to the Earl Montagu, ‘Montagu, for all the power that thou may, ere long time pass, I shall gar thy Sow farrow against her will.’ And with that she made a very large engine in the Castle, flinging huge stones, which flying night and day from the walls, shattered the said Sow and almost all who were within it, broke the heads of many, and forced them altogether to give up the attack: and she captured and brought into the Castle all their siege gear with their engines and provision.


Now the Earl of Salisbury had two armed galleys guarding the harbour of the sea to those within. But a noble and valiant man, Alexander de Ramsay, venturing one dark night to the fortress of the Bass [the Bass Rock], unseen by the galleys, brought back a supply of provisions from that place. For which thing he deserved both praise and reward, for on his return he overpowered and slew many of the foreigners who were watching and listening before the Castle.


On the next day, Black Annes ordered to be presented to the said Earl, who was sore pressed for victual, a great abundance of bread of fine wheat flour and noble wine. Which when the Earl saw, he despaired of taking the Castle: so, treating by a third person with a certain porter of the Castle, he agreed with him, for a great sum of gold, to open to him, under cover of night, one of the secret posterns of the Castle, so that he might enter with his men. With the consent of the Countess, who feigned not to know of it, this was arranged, and one night (when one part of the gold had been received) the said postern gate was opened, as had been promised. Into which when the Earl moved to enter, one of his followers, named Coupland, suspecting a plot, suddenly dragged back the said Earl from the doorway, and by the violent movement found himself inside the door, which was closed at once by the falling of that sliding door which in French is called portculisse. So the Earl escaped, and Coupland was taken, and Black Annes, standing on the wall, called out to him mockingly, ‘Adieu, adieu, Monsieur Montagu!’


After all this, news came from the King of England that the mortal war between him and the King of France had been revived and so, on the sixteenth day of June, having seen the letters bidding him leave all and return to England, he withdrew without ceremony, taking no leave of his hostess.
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MURDER OF JAMES I


(?) One of Queen Joan’s ladies-in-waiting, 20 February 1427


James I, second son of Robert III, was imprisoned for eighteen years in the Tower of London by Henry IV, although by the final years of his captivity he was treated more like a guest than a hostage. When, in 1424 at the age of twenty-nine, he was released, he returned to Scotland with his wife Joan Beaufort and began to impose his authority on the over-powerful nobility. Executing rivals and forfeiting their lands made him serious enemies, and his murder was carried out by his uncle, Walter Stewart, the Earl of Atholl – who believed he had a right to the throne – and Sir Robert Graham, with the assistance of Robert Stewart, the king’s chamberlain (who was Atholl’s grandson). A talented musician and writer, James appears to have allowed his love of the arts to impair his judgement on the evening of his death, when he neglected to give a hearing to a woman reputedly with second sight. James’s killers came for him when he was staying at Blackfriars, the royal lodging in Perth. This account is a translation by the scribe John Shirley of the original Latin version, which was probably given, in part at least, by one of the queen’s companions. She may have been Katharine Douglas, who tried to prevent the traitors breaking in by barring a door with her arm, which was shattered as a result. Afterwards, Queen Joan was utterly savage in dealing with the murderers.
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