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PREFACE



Leaving aside the wives of Duncan I and Lulach, neither of whom was necessarily alive when her husband reigned, there were thirty-one Scottish queens from the accession of Duncan I in 1034 until the death of Queen Anne in 1714. Four were queens in their own right, and the other twenty-seven were consorts. This is obviously a very small, extremely élite group and in theory its members should be much better documented than any other women of the past. In practice, however, they are almost equally elusive. Our knowledge of the wives of kings before the early sixteenth century is fragmentary, and even the later consorts are overshadowed in the records by their husbands. However, when the surviving details of their careers are gathered together, we have not only an entertaining procession of vivid personalities. We may also gain a better understanding of what queenship meant in Scotland.


When Tuckwell Press invited me to write this book, I had to decide how many queens to discuss. Coming up to the present day within the allotted number of words would have meant condensing the earlier chapters to the point where I lost much valuable information. I could have stopped when Anne of Denmark disappeared over the Border in 1603, but I had two reasons for continuing beyond that point. I thought it worth emphasising that exotic consorts such as Henrietta Maria and Catherine of Braganza were Queens of Scots, and I wanted to remind people of the frequently forgotten fact that both Mary of Modena and Queen Anne spent some months in Scotland, albeit before they became respectively Queen Consort and Queen Regnant. I therefore decided that Anne, the last Stewart monarch, was the appropriate subject for my final chapter. Subsequent queens did not come north until Victoria developed her passionate love of the Highlands, after which queens consort and regnant alike had a relationship with Scotland which was in part formal, carrying out official engagements here as in the south, and in part personal, relaxing at Balmoral and enjoying some measure of private life.


Throughout the text I have modernised spelling, translating into English where necessary. After due consideration, I decided to use the names by which the various queens and others seem to be best known, hence the apparent inconsistency of ‘Marie de Coucy’ and ‘Mary of Guise’. Anglicising ‘Don Carlos’ into ‘Prince Charles’, for instance, could have conjured up the wrong mental image in the reader’s mind, and so he retains his Spanish title. Names of publications abbreviated in the notes are to be found in full in the Bibliography, which does not list those sources cited only once.


Finally, but most importantly, I am sincerely grateful to Professor Geoffrey Barrow for looking at my early chapters and to Dr Athol Murray for his comments on the entire text. I would also thank Dr Rosemary Mander, Dr Ruth MacQuillan and Susan Groag Bell. Finally, my thanks to the owners of the copyright of the illustrations. Their names will be found in the captions.


RKM
Edinburgh, 1 July 2002





CHAPTER ONE


LADY MACBETH TO ST MARGARET
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The first Scottish queen whose name is known to us appears to be none other than Lady Macbeth, that byword for evil, ruthlessness and the worst excesses of ambition. There is one other possible candidate. In an early list of Scottish kings someone, probably the compiler, has inserted beside his mention of Malcolm III the words ‘his mother was called Suthen’. Suthen would have been the wife of King Duncan I who ruled Scotland from 1034 until 1040. She is not named in any other source, but the fourteenth-century chronicler, John of Fordun, says that Duncan’s wife was a relative, possibly a sister, of Siward, Earl of Northumbria. It is generally taken that Malcolm was born about 1031, so his mother was obviously alive then, but the problem is that we do not know whether she survived until her husband came to the throne in 1034. For the first named consort, we must therefore wait for Lady Macbeth.1


Lady Macbeth’s reputation derives from Shakespeare’s famous tragedy, called after her husband. This powerful drama recounts how Macbeth, urged on by his adoring wife, murders King Duncan I as he lies asleep in their castle and seizes the throne for himself. Shakespeare does not indicate Duncan’s age, but the King is usually played as a frail old man to add poignancy to his plight. After Macbeth has dispatched their victim, Lady Macbeth smears the royal attendants with the dead man’s blood so that they will be blamed for the crime. This done, she is overwhelmed by guilt and sleepwalks, endlessly trying to wash away the blood from her hands. Shortly afterwards she dies. The manner of her death is not specified, but the implication is that she has committed suicide. Macbeth is then killed by Duncan’s vengeful son, Malcolm.


Such is the account given in the celebrated ‘Scottish play’. No one, of course, would expect Shakespeare to give a strictly factual catalogue of events. His genius lay in creating powerful works of dramatic imagination, and directors and producers of his plays add their own interpretation. In reality Duncan, for instance, was not an aged and infirm man when he died. He was thirty-nine. He had ruled for six years when Macbeth rebelled against him and either killed him in a skirmish near Elgin or had him assassinated. There is nothing to suggest that Duncan was a guest in his house at the time. So did Shakespeare also alter Lady Macbeth beyond all recognition, transforming a perfectly innocuous woman into the villain of the piece?


If we look at the various sources used by Shakespeare, we will find that he was not the first to cast Lady Macbeth in the role of her husband’s evil genius. The dramatist almost certainly knew Hector Boece’s history of Scotland which had been published in Paris in 1526, and he was probably familiar with William Stewart’s The Buik of the Croniclis of Scotland, a verse adaptation of Boece, apparently written in 1535. Shakespeare would also have read Raphael Holinshed’s History of Scotland to 1571. Little is said about Lady Macbeth in Boece’s text, but Stewart’s adaptation claims that Macbeth’s wife taunted her faint-hearted husband with cowardice in her efforts to persuade him to commit the murder. Holinshed echoes this theme, commenting that Lady Macbeth ‘lay sore’ upon Macbeth to get him to murder Duncan, for she was ‘very ambitious, burning in unquenchable desire to bear the name of a queen’. Shakespeare’s interpretation is rather different, of course. He does not portray Lady Macbeth as someone anxious for her own advancement. She is passionately in love with her husband, and her only desire is to see an increase in his prestige. All her thoughts are for him.2


Just as we should not look to Shakespeare’s Macbeth for historical accuracy, neither can we accept his sources unquestioningly on the assumption that because they were written more than four centuries ago, they are probably correct in what they say. On the contrary, we have to remember that although they may seem to us to be hallowed by antiquity, the writings of Boece, Stewart and Holinshed were composed almost five hundred years after the events they describe. So when did Lady Macbeth first assume a sinister character? Where did Stewart come by his interpretation of her? Did she feature in oral tradition, perhaps, have the details of her own life been wrongly remembered, or has she been confused with someone else altogether? It is impossible to say, for the facts are few and far between.


We know neither the year nor the place of Lady Macbeth’s birth, but it seems that she bore the Gaelic first name of Gruoch. It used to be said, with some confidence, that she was the granddaughter of King Kenneth II, who was murdered in 995, but more recent historians have identified her as the grandchild of Kenneth III, daughter of his son, Boite. She would have been born about 1005. At some point, presumably when she was in her early or mid teens, she was married to Gillecomgain, a nephew of Finlay, Mormaer of Moray. A mormaer was the high steward of one of the ancient Celtic provinces of Scotland. The word is Gaelic, like Gruoch’s own name, and in Latin documents it is translated as ‘comes’, which means ‘earl’. The mormaers of Moray had been far more than mere earls, however. They had ruled their rich territories independently, as sub-kings, and they still resented the efforts of the main royal line to treat them as subordinates. Gruoch had therefore married into a powerful, landowning, aristocratic family, a suitable choice for a woman who was herself of royal descent.


During the years when she was Gillecomgain’s wife, Gruoch may have come to know his cousin Macbeth, son of Finlay, Mormaer of Moray. Relationships within the family were far from harmonious, however, for Gillecomgain had become involved in a bitter power straggle with his uncle, culminating in his murder of Finlay in 1020.3 Gruoch’s husband was now Mormaer of Moray himself and for the next twelve years he successfully saw off all his rivals. Gruoch and Gillecomgain had one son, Lulach, during those years. There may have been other sons who died, or indeed daughters who survived, but if so their names have not been recorded. Meanwhile, the family feud continued and, in 1032, Gillecomgain’s house was set on fire by some of his enemies. Possibly Macbeth was involved, seeking revenge for his father’s death. At any rate, Gillecomgain and his men perished in the blaze. Gruoch and her young son somehow escaped. Perhaps they were elsewhere at the time, or they may even have been taken prisoner by the perpetrators of the crime. Not long afterwards, Gruoch married again. Her new husband was Macbeth.


With the memory of Shakespeare’s tragedy in mind, it is tempting to imagine a situation in which Gruoch had an affair with her husband’s enemy, Macbeth, and urged him to murder Gillecomgain, but any such speculation is fanciful. It is more likely that Macbeth took Gruoch as his wife for practical reasons. By marrying her, he gained control of her young son’s lands and prevented any of his own enemies from trying to replace him with Lulach. The marriage would, in theory at least, heal the feud between the two branches of Finlay’s family. Moreover, Gruoch was desirable, not necessarily for any personal qualities such as appearance or character, but because she had already shown that she could bear sons. Even more importantly, she was of royal descent. There is still a good deal of argument about Macbeth’s own ancestry. At one time it was believed that his mother was a daughter of Malcolm II. This has since been disputed, but there is a distinct possibility that he was the grandson of Kenneth II. Marriage to the granddaughter of Kenneth III would strengthen his claim to the throne, if he had one, or give him one if he did not.


We know nothing of Gruoch’s feelings about the death of her first husband, a loss compounded by the murder the following year of one of her close male relatives, probably her only brother, by Malcolm II,4 nor do we know what she thought about her own remarriage. Usually, widows had a freedom of choice not available to single women in the selection of a partner, but in such violent times they were often in too vulnerable a position to have any say in the matter. There is no evidence that Gruoch was coerced into the marriage, any more than there is any hint of her having fallen in love with Macbeth. What we can say is that Gruoch became Queen of Scots when Duncan was killed near Elgin and her husband seized the throne. There is no hint as to whether Lady Macbeth played any part in Duncan’s death, but he was the grandson of Malcolm II, who had murdered her brother,5 and so she had her own reason for resenting him.


Gruoch and Macbeth had no children. It may be that she was reaching the end of her childbearing years when she married him, and he seems to have accepted the fact that her son Lulach would succeed him. Macbeth’s vigorous rule brought peace to the country, and in 1050 he even ventured to make a pilgrimage to Rome, where he visited the Pope and may well have sought absolution for his part in the murder of Duncan. When he returned, he certainly made a generous gift to a Culdee religious foundation on an island in Lochleven. Interestingly, Gruoch was associated with him in making this gift, and part of the property was called after her, ‘Gruoch’s Well’ on Benarty Hill.6 The lands given to the monks could have belonged to her, but it has been suggested that she, too, might have been doing penance for Duncan’s death.7


Effective as Macbeth’s rule appears to have been, even he could not prevent the endemic feuding from breaking out all over again and in 1054 the English king, Edward the Confessor, ordered the Norse Earl Siward to invade Scotland, with the aim of deposing Macbeth and replacing him with Duncan I’s eldest son, Malcolm. Siward won a decisive victory at Dunsinnan Hill, near Scone, on 27 July 1054, and Macbeth fled to Moray, where he spent the next three years. On 15 August 1057, he was killed at Lumphanan, north of the River Dee. His body was taken to Iona, the traditional burying place of the early Scottish kings, and Gruoch’s son Lulach claimed the throne. A young married man, he went to Scone to be inaugurated as king, but his reign was brief. Known to the Scots as ‘Lulach the Simple’, he was no match for the forceful Malcolm, and on 17 March 1058 he was ambushed and killed at Essie in Aberdeenshire.8


If Gruoch was still alive by then, this must have been the culminating tragedy of her life. Some historians take the view that the real Lady Macbeth was innocent of any dubious activities, no more than a victim of events, but others have inferred that she really was a powerful woman with a strong influence on those around her. Had she urged her second husband to murder her first, did she inspire Macbeth with the desire to displace Duncan, and was it she who insisted that diffident Lulach claim the throne when Macbeth was killed? We may never know the answer to these questions but, ruthless schemer or passive observer of events, Gruoch lost her brother, both husbands and her only son in violent circumstances and her real life was as dramatic as any of the tales invented about her.


The next Queen of Scots was Gruoch’s daughter-in-law, the wife of Lulach. We do not know her name, her parentage or when she married. She and Lulach had a daughter whose name is also unknown. Her husband reigned for only a few months and with his death she vanishes from the pages of history. Her grandson Angus, Mormaer of Moray, was eventually killed at the battle of Stracathro in 1130 while trying to seize the throne. A month after ousting Lulach, Malcolm III was inaugurated at Scone. Although he was now in his late twenties, he was still single. When his father, Duncan I, was killed in 1040, he had been only about nine years old and he had found refuge with his mother’s relative, Earl Siward of Northumbria, later receiving a friendly welcome at the English Court from Edward the Confessor. During his years of exile, he would not have attracted offers of a wife of high status. Once he was king, however, a consort became a necessity and he made an interesting choice.


One of Macbeth’s greatest enemies had been Thorfinn the Mighty, Earl of Orkney who also owned Caithness, Sutherland and other significant lands in the north in the mid-eleventh century. As his name suggests, Thorfinn was Norse, but his mother was Donada, a daughter of Malcolm II, and he had been brought up at his grandfather’s Court after his father’s early death in battle. Ever since the Norse had first raided the Scottish mainland, the mormaers of Moray had struggled with them for domination in the north, but when Macbeth decided to oppose Duncan, he and Thorfinn became allies. Indeed, they may even have visited the Pope together in 1050, for although they travelled by different routes, they were in Rome at the same time.


Thorfinn’s wife was the Norwegian Ingebjorg, daughter of Earl Finn Arnason, and they had two sons, Paul and Erlend. We do not know Ingebjorg’s age, but she must have been a good deal younger than her husband, who was in his mid-fifties when he died in 1064 or 5. She was still young enough to have children, and Malcolm III now chose her as his wife. It has been suggested that the woman Malcolm married was Thorfinn’s daughter, on the grounds that his widow would have been too old to be a bride. However, this theory fails to take account of the possibility that Ingebjorg could have been twenty years younger than her first husband, and it has been rejected on the grounds that the Orkneyinga Saga, which provides the evidence of Malcolm’s first marriage, states specifically that Ingebjorg was Thorfinn’s widow and does not mention his having had a daughter of that name.9


It seems likely that Malcolm chose Ingebjorg with a view to extending his own territories southwards. Edward the Confessor was reaching the end of his life. Since he had no children, there was endless speculation about his successor. The three leading candidates for his throne were Harald, son of the Saxon Earl Godwin, William, Duke of Normandy, and King Harald of Norway. If Malcolm could ally himself with the successful claimant, then he could hope to be rewarded for his support with lands in the north of England. He seems to have calculated that the Norwegian King would be the successful contender. Ingebjorg came from an enormously powerful Norwegian family and she was the cousin of King Harald of Norway’s wife, Thora, hence Malcolm’s decision to marry her.10


We know very little about Ingebjorg. She would have spent much of her time as Thorfinn’s wife at Birsay, in Orkney, where he had his main stronghold, but as Queen of Scots she would have moved to Dunfermline, Malcolm’s preferred residence. He and she had two sons, Duncan and Donald, but by the late 1060s she had gone. It has often been said that Malcolm repudiated her a few years after their marriage, in order to marry Margaret, daughter of the English Edward the Exile. It was far from unusual for a monarch to put away his wife if she failed to produce a son. Indeed, Edward the Confessor had briefly sent away his wife, Edith, for that reason, while the contemporaries of the Emperor Henry II had expressed amazement that he did not repudiate his childless wife, Kunigunde.11 There was, however, no such problem with Ingebjorg, for she had already satisfied this dynastic necessity.


Malcolm could have had his first marriage dissolved on the pretext of consanguinity, because as great-grandchildren of Malcolm II, he and Ingebjorg were second cousins, but there is no evidence of this. Nor is it likely that Malcolm put away Ingebjorg simply because he had fallen in love with Margaret. Royal marriages were rarely motivated by romantic inclination alone and it is scarcely credible that a mature and highly ambitious man in his forties would select his bride without taking practical considerations into account. It seems much more probable that by 1068–9 Ingebjorg was dead, possibly in childbirth,12 and that calculation as well as personal attraction dictated Malcolm’s second choice.


Margaret, Malcolm’s new wife, was the great-granddaughter of King Ethelred II of England but she had been born in Hungary. This was because her father, aptly known as Edward the Exile, had been banished from England by Cnut, who made himself king in 1016. Edward grew up in Sweden, moved on to Kiev and finally settled in Hungary as the close friend of King Andrew I. He married Agatha, probably the daughter of Liudolf, Margrave of Westfriesland and first cousin once removed of the Emperor Henry III. They lived at Castle Reka in the village of Mecseknadard, at the foot of the Mecsek Mountains in South Hungary, about forty kilometres east of Pecs, and had three children, Margaret, Christina and Edgar. Hungary had been converted to Christianity a generation earlier by Stephen I, who was later canonised, and the Court was a notably pious one. Margaret and her sister were taught Latin, so that they could read devotional works, and much of their time was spent in prayer and religious studies. They both decided to become nuns when they grew up. Their peaceful way of life was, however, shattered in 1056 when their father received an urgent message from England. Edward the Confessor’s health was very poor, his nephew Edward the Exile was his nearest heir, and he wanted him to return to his native land at once.13


Margaret was about ten years old when this unwelcome summons arrived, her young brother only two. Their father had spent almost forty years on the Continent. He was most reluctant to uproot his family, leave his comfortable lifestyle and return to his native land. The Confessor insisted and they set off, taking as much of their wealth with them as they could and a number of religious relics. However, within days of their arrival in London in 1057, Edward the Exile was dead, poisoned, some said, by Earl Godwin’s jealous family.14 Whatever had happened, the Confessor was full of sympathy for Agatha and the children, insisting that they stay on in England. Little Edgar was now his heir, and so Agatha resigned herself to remaining. Margaret and Christina began to learn French, the language the Confessor preferred to speak, took lessons in Court etiquette, deportment and needlework and, above all else, continued their devotional studies. When Edward the Confessor finally died in 1066, Margaret’s brother did not however inherit the throne. He was brushed aside by Harald Godwinson, who made himself king, only to be killed on 14 October 1066 at the Battle of Hastings, by William, Duke of Normandy.


The new King William I seemed anxious to enlist Edgar’s support, giving him extensive lands in Huntingdonshire, but the resentful teenager was not to be placated. He had been brought up to believe that he would be the Confessor’s successor, and within two years he had involved himself in a rebellion against William. It was crushed and he was forced to flee. According to tradition, his mother and sisters went with him, came ashore near Dunfermline and were taken to Malcolm III, who promptly fell in love with Margaret. The actual sequence of events may have been slightly different. Edgar and the other rebels certainly fled to Scotland, but their stay was of short duration and they were soon back in England again. According to one chronicler, it was not until 1069 that Agatha decided to take her children back to Hungary, and was driven ashore at Wearmouth in the north-east of England by a sudden storm. When she learned that Malcolm III was raiding in the area, Agatha supposedly went to him and begged for shelter in Scotland.


Whatever the circumstances of Malcolm’s first meeting with Margaret, he no doubt regarded Edgar as a useful pawn. His own support of the Norwegian king as a candidate for the English throne had come to nothing, but by taking up Edgar’s cause he would have a pretext for further invasions of England. If he could marry Edgar’s sister and then help him to seize the English crown, he would be in a favourable position indeed. Moreover Margaret, in her early twenties, was intelligent and personable.15 When he broached the subject of marrying her, she rebuffed him, saying that she meant to become a nun, and Edgar and his advisers rejected his proposal. However, as refugees in his kingdom they could hardly ignore his wishes and he no doubt emphasised his intention of helping Edgar to gain the English throne. The following year, Margaret and he were married by Fothad, last Celtic bishop of St Andrews, in a small chapel beside Malcolm’s palace in Dunfermline.16


Much of our knowledge of Margaret’s life in Scotland comes from the biography written after her death by her confessor, Turgot, formerly Prior of Durham. He was, of course, intent on stressing her piety and what he saw as the civilising influence she had on her husband and his subjects. She also emerges from his pages as a clever, headstrong young woman while Malcolm is relegated to the supporting role of illiterate simpleton. The reality was rather different. We know from other sources that Malcolm was a ruthless and highly effective monarch. The marriage was a partnership of two equally strong-minded individuals, and Malcolm indulged his wife from a position of confident maturity, not weakness.


As long as we bear this in mind, Turgot’s little stories throw a charming light on the King and Queen’s domestic life. When Malcolm saw that Margaret had a favourite book, for instance, he would kiss it, then take it away to have its covers ornamented with gold and jewels as a surprise for her. When he presented gold coins as his offering at High Mass, she surreptitiously extracted some to give to the poor and he enjoyed teasing her afterwards, saying that he would have her arrested and tried for theft.17 Malcolm allowed her to choose the names for their six sons and two daughters, not one of whom was called after himself or any of his relatives. Instead, the four eldest boys were given English royal names: Edward, Edgar, Edmund and Ethelred. The younger sons were called Alexander, after Alexander II, who was Pope at the time of Margaret’s marriage, and David, probably for the younger son of King Andrew I of Hungary. The Hungarian Prince David might well have been Margaret’s godfather. Her daughters were named Edith (later known as Matilda or Maud), probably after Edward the Confessor’s wife, and Mary, for the Virgin.


The choice of royal English names for the older sons may not simply have been a compliment to Margaret’s own family but a reflection of Malcolm’s territorial ambitions.18 He invaded England no fewer than five times during his reign, leading to retaliatory invasions of Scotland by William I and his sons. Meanwhile, Margaret engaged in an energetic round of charitable activities. She imposed a very ascetic way of life upon herself, constantly fasting and spending much time in prayer. Each day she fed nine orphans, taking them on her lap and giving them sups of specially prepared soft food with her own spoon. During Lent, she and Malcolm fed and washed the feet of six poor people, and at least once a year they entertained three hundred of his poorest subjects to a banquet in the royal hall at Dunfermline, serving the food with their own hands.


On the site of the little chapel where she had been married, Margaret built a large church dedicated to the Holy Trinity, endowing it with a valuable crown, solid gold plate and various other expensive gifts. She presented a costly crucifix to St Andrews Cathedral, for she took a special interest in Scotland’s patron saint, and gained exemption from ferry tolls for the hundreds of pilgrims who crossed the Forth between what are now North and South Queensferry, on their way to St Andrews. She also built lodgings for them in that city.19 These were conventional enough activities for a pious queen consort, but Margaret also entered more controversial areas. According to Turgot, she disapproved of the Celtic Church because of the irregularities of its practices. Lent was not observed properly and various allegedly barbarous rites had crept into the celebration of the Mass. Men were being allowed to marry their dead brothers’ wives and even their own stepmothers.


Margaret apparently insisted on engaging in public debate with the leaders of the Celtic Church, haranguing them about current abuses while the King obligingly translated her words into the Gaelic which both he and the churchmen spoke. At the same time, she wrote to Lanfranc, Archbishop of Canterbury, asking him to send north from his cathedral of Christ Church, also dedicated to the Holy Trinity, some Benedictine monks. They would be able to demonstrate the correct religious practices. Three arrived, to found a priory at Dunfermline.


Margaret’s attitude to the Celtic Church was not, however, as inflexible as Turgot would have us believe. She would never have allowed herself to be married by a Celtic cleric had she really disapproved. She recognised that there was no point in trying to force people to abandon their traditional allegiances and decided instead to encourage spirituality wherever she found it. Hermits had lived near her childhood home in Hungary, and she now made a point of visiting Celtic hermits. When they refused the gifts she pressed on them, because they had embraced a life of poverty, she asked them instead to give her some charitable task to perform. She associated herself with Malcolm in gifts of lands to the Culdees of Lochleven, and she restored the monastic community on Iona, originally established there by St Columba in the sixth century.20


Margaret’s willingness to learn from her mistakes is nicely illustrated in a story that comes not from Turgot but from a life of St Laurence of Canterbury. Hearing that there was a small church in Fordun, in Angus, dedicated to this saint who had once preached there, she set out to visit it, bearing various gifts. When she arrived, the canons told her that no woman was allowed to enter the building. Undeterred, Margaret replied that she had come to do honour to this sacred place, and marched in. Immediately, she was seized with such dreadful pains throughout her entire body that she had to be helped outside. She blamed herself for ignoring the canons’ warnings, and begged them to pray for her. When she had recovered, she presented them with a great silver cross, a beautiful chalice and various other gifts.21


Her insistence on fasting eventually took its toll on Margaret’s health, and by the autumn of 1093 she was suffering from a serious stomach complaint. Malcolm was set on invading England once more and, leaving her at Edinburgh Castle, he marched south, only to be killed on 13 November besieging Alnwick Castle. Their two eldest sons, Edward and Edgar, were with him. Edward was fatally wounded and died three days later, leaving Edgar to carry the tragic news to their mother. He arrived in Edinburgh to find Margaret at the point of death and could not summon the words to tell her what had happened. Looking at him sadly, she said with a sigh, ‘I know it, my boy. I know it. By the Holy Cross, by the bond of our blood, I adjure you to tell the truth’.


When she heard that her husband and her eldest son were dead, she praised God for sending her such sorrow, hoping that by this means she would be cleansed of her sins. Holding her Black Rood, a gold cross set with diamonds and bearing an ivory figure of Christ, she murmured, ‘Lord Jesus Christ, who according to the will of the Father, through the Holy Ghost hast by Thy death given life to the world, deliver me . . .’, and with those words she died.22 When Malcolm’s brother, Donald Bane, heard that he was dead he prepared to besiege the castle and seize the throne. However, Edgar managed to take his mother’s body to Dunfermline, for burial before the high altar in the Church of the Holy Trinity. Twenty years later, Malcolm’s body was brought north from Tynemouth Priory and placed beside her.


Turgot may have exaggerated Margaret’s role in Scotland, but she had taken an active and very public part in ecclesiastical affairs and she was widely venerated for her devotion to religion. Stories of her holiness and tales of miracles associated with her were circulated throughout the eleventh and twelfth centuries, until in 1249 she was canonised by Pope Innocent IV. ‘Once, mere men placed crowns on your head’, said the official oration, ‘but I, Innocent, Peter’s successor, servant of Christ, now place upon your head the greatest crown of sainthood.’ On 19 June 1250 her remains were ceremoniously transferred to a newly constructed magnificent gold shrine erected in the Lady Chapel of the Church of the Holy Trinity, Dunfermline. The story goes that when the men carried her coffin past Malcolm’s tomb, it suddenly became so heavy that they were forced to put it down. Only when his body too was transferred to the Lady Chapel were they able to move her coffin to its appointed place.
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CHAPTER TWO


SHADOWY FIGURES AND FOREIGN BRIDES
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Because St Margaret was an outstanding personality, stories of her life have been remembered. Her immediate successors as queens consort of Scotland no doubt made their mark, but few details of their achievements have come down to us, and what we do know of them is very much in the context of their husbands’ activities. Malcolm III was succeeded by his brother Donald III, better known as Donald Bane (the Fair), who was sixty when he seized the throne. He had a daughter, Bethoc, but we know nothing of his wife, not even her name.1 Donald was briefly dislodged by his nephew Duncan II, who had married Ethelreda of Dunbar, but Duncan was killed in 1094 and Donald Bane resumed the throne. In 1097 he was deposed again, this time by another of his nephews, Edgar son of Malcolm and Margaret. Edgar never married, and was succeeded in turn by his younger brothers Alexander I and David I. They had fled to England after their parents’ death, their sister Edith married Henry I of England, and it was he who found wives for them.2


Henry offered Alexander one of his own illegitimate children. The English king had at least twenty of them, five by his favourite mistress, Sybilla Corbet. It was her daughter Sybilla whom Henry suggested for Alexander. There was no dishonour in this. As was the custom, Henry officially acknowledged his children born out of wedlock, and the bridegrooms he selected for his daughters were gratified to be given such close relatives of the King. Alexander accepted Sybilla, took her back to Scotland with him and seems to have loved her. They had no children, or at least none who survived, but when Queen Sybilla died on an island on Loch Tay on 12 July 1122, her husband is said to have mourned her deeply and he founded a church there in her memory.3


Two years after that, Alexander was succeeded by his brother David. Henry I had provided him with a wealthy English widow, Matilda, sometimes known as Maud. She had been married to Simon of Senlis, with whom she had had three sons, but her real significance lay in the fact that she was the eldest daughter and senior heiress of Waltheof, Earl of Huntingdon, and his wife Judith, a niece of William the Conqueror. Better still, Matilda’s grandfather had been Siward, Earl of Northumbria. She inherited from him, through her father, the Honour of Huntingdon, which consisted chiefly of extensive properties in the East Midlands, as well as a claim to the earldom of Northumbria. Its lands lay between the Rivers Tees and Tweed, but did not include the bishopric of Durham. David’s marriage to Matilda had significant repercussions. Successive Scottish monarchs would become involved in a struggle to acquire all the territories owned by Earl Waltheof and, even more importantly, they would in future owe allegiance to the English king for their southern possessions.4


We have no hint of the personal relationship between Matilda and her second husband, who must have been appreciably younger than herself. David I was famously pious and in the secular sphere he was responsible for extending feudal tenure in Scotland, granting land to Anglo-Normans and appointing them as royal officials. We can only speculate that Matilda may have encouraged him in these policies. He and she had two daughters, Claricia and Hodierna, who never married, and a son, Henry, Earl of Northumberland and Huntingdon, who was himself to become the father of two Scottish kings. According to the chronicler Fordun, Matilda died in 1130–1 and was buried at Scone.5


When David died in 1153 at the age of about seventy-three he was succeeded by his grandson, Malcolm IV. Known to later medieval writers as ‘the Maiden’, Malcolm had taken a vow of chastity and died unmarried in 1165 at the age of twenty-three. His younger brother William I then became king. William the Lion, as he is usually known,6 invaded the north of England in 1174 and was captured at Alnwick. He was released only after he had sworn fealty to Henry II, not merely for his English lands but for his kingdom of Scotland. The terms of the Treaty of Falaise,7 by which he was released, not only had grave implications for Scotland’s independence, but they complicated William’s personal life. He would now need the permission of his feudal lord, the English King, before he could marry.


According to Walter Bower, William had earlier married a daughter of Adam de Whitsome, but the chronicler was mistaken. Adam’s daughter was one of the King’s mistresses, and their child, Margaret, was illegitimate.8 William had at least three other illegitimate daughters, Isabel, Ada and Aufrica, as well as various illegitimate sons.9 To the surprise and dismay of his contemporaries, he remained a bachelor for the first twenty years of his reign,10 and not until 1184 did he decide that Henry’s granddaughter Matilda, the daughter of the powerful Henry, Duke of Saxony, would be a suitable wife. He set off for England to ask Henry II to give his consent, but Henry did not wish to see William married into such an influential family and seems to have indicated that he would provide a substitute.11 Two years later, he announced that he had identified an appropriate Frenchwoman, Ermengarde, daughter of Richard, Viscount of Beaumont sur Sarthe in Maine.


William and his advisers received the news with less than enthusiasm. Ermengarde was not nearly important enough. Although she was the great-granddaughter of Constance de Beaumont, one of the many illegitimate daughters of Henry I, the connection with royalty was tenuous. Ermengarde might be aristocratic, but her father’s status was negligible compared with that of the King of Scots.12 Perfectly well aware of the problem, Henry set out to make the prospect of marriage with Ermengarde more alluring. He would provide part of her dowry, he said, giving back to William Edinburgh Castle, which had been under his control ever since the Treaty of Falaise. He would also supply land to the value of a hundred merks and forty knights’ fees, not to mention paying for a suitably lavish wedding.


The offer of Edinburgh Castle was probably the deciding factor for William, along with the knowledge that it was high time he married and produced heirs. He therefore accepted Ermengarde and made provision for her future, settling on her lands including Crail and Kinghorn in Fife. Ermengarde must have been much younger than her bridegroom, whom she may never have seen before, but her parents brought her to England and she and William were married a few days later, on 5 September 1186, in the royal chapel at Woodstock, near Oxford. Baldwin, Archbishop of Canterbury, celebrated the nuptial Mass.13 A year after her marriage, Queen Ermengarde had a daughter who was named Margaret, after her husband’s illustrious ancestor. She then had two more daughters, Isabella and Marjory, but there was no sign of the required son.


After Henry II’s death in 1189, William managed to have the Treaty of Falaise cancelled by Richard I in return for the payment of the considerable sum of 10,000 merks. William was aware, however, that England’s territorial ambitions with regard to Scotland were not so easily ended, and when he fell seriously ill in the summer of 1195, he was tormented by anxiety about the succession. Perhaps his eldest daughter could marry the Duke of Saxony’s son Otto, and they could rule Scotland together. His lords were indignant when he told them about his plan. Why should they be ruled by a woman, they demanded, when William had a perfectly good brother, David, and a nephew, Henry, both of whom were much better fitted for the supreme responsibility? The problem was solved on 24 August 1198 when Ermengarde gave birth to a son, Alexander.14


According to his recent biographer, William was ‘a good family man’ in spite of all his earlier liaisons,15 and there are indications that he relied on Queen Ermengarde and allowed her to play an increasingly influential part in public affairs. A resentful Glasgow canon was to allege that in 1207 Walter, a royal chaplain, obtained the position of bishop of Glasgow after bribing not only the King’s chamberlain but the Queen herself.16 There are signs that her relatives also profited from their relationship with her: Richard de Beaumont, possibly a brother or nephew, acquired a sizeable estate in the Crail area.17 Ermengarde appears to have acted as mediator when William was negotiating with King John of England in 1209,18 and she certainly did so with great aplomb when her husband met John at Durham in February 1212. According to Bower, she showed herself in their discussions to be ‘an extraordinary woman, gifted with a charming and witty eloquence’. As a result of her efforts, the peace between the two countries was renewed, and it was agreed that her son Prince Alexander should be given an English wife.19


That same summer, William fell ill, and there are signs that Ermengarde exercised considerable influence during his sickness.20 The King was nearly seventy by now, and although he recovered, his health remained poor. He was well enough to travel as far north as Elgin in the summer of 1214, but the lengthy journey brought on some sort of collapse and he was taken south again to Stirling by very easy stages. Ermengarde was probably with him when he saw his lords for the last time and urged them to accept his sixteen-year-old son Alexander as king. He died in Stirling Castle at the beginning of December 1214.21


Next morning, the prelates and nobles urged the Queen to supervise the arrangements for the funeral, but she was ‘in a state of extreme mourning and worn out with grief’. Try as they might, they could not rouse her from her sorrow and so they hastily took Prince Alexander to be crowned at Scone while Ermengarde remained with her husband’s body. William was then buried in his abbey of Arbroath.22 Ermengarde lived for another twenty years, devoting her considerable energies to raising money to found a Cistercian abbey at Balmerino in Fife. She purchased the necessary land for a thousand merks and oversaw the construction of the building, which was made of local red stone. Monks from Melrose settled at the abbey on St Lucy’s Day, 13 December 1229 and both Ermengarde and her son Alexander frequently stayed there. When Ermengarde died on 11 February 1233, she was buried before the high altar at Balmerino. It is a pity that the records do not tell us more about this effective and influential Queen Consort.23


From Alexander’s earliest years, his father had been determined to marry him to King John of England’s daughter, Joan. The Prince had been knighted by John on 4 March 1212, during a visit to London, and he always insisted afterwards that John had on that occasion promised him that he could have Joan, with Northumberland as her dowry. It seems most unlikely that John would ever have considered parting with Northumberland but, once he had inherited the throne of Scotland, Alexander persisted with the scheme. John himself died in 1216, Alexander continued his negotiations, and on 15 June 1220 the English finally agreed to the match. Joan’s mother had remarried and ten-year-old Joan was currently living in the custody of her stepfather, Hugh de Lusignan, in Gascony. On 18 June 1221, Alexander formally settled on his bride lands worth £1000, including Jedburgh, Hassendean, Kinghorn and Crail. Kinghorn and Crail were part of Queen Ermengarde’s jointure lands, and so if she was unwilling to part with them, Joan would be given properties in Ayrshire and Lanarkshire instead, until Crail and Kinghorn became available. The wedding took place the following day.24


Joan and Alexander were married for over sixteen years, but they had no children. When Alexander travelled to York in September 1237 to discuss with Henry III the vexed question of the northern counties of England, Joan went too. The kings sealed a treaty on 25 September, with Alexander giving up his claims to the disputed territories. He then returned home, but Joan and her sister-in-law, Eleanor of Provence, decided to make a pilgrimage to Canterbury together. Joan fell ill on the way, and died near London on 4 March 1238, in the arms of her brothers King Henry and Richard, Earl of Cornwall. She was twenty-seven. She was buried in the recently founded Cistercian nunnery at Tarrant Crawford, immediately south of Tarrant Keynston in Dorset, and Henry ordered an effigy of her to be carved for her tomb.25 Historians sometimes infer that Joan had not simply been going on a pilgrimage, but had separated from her husband. It could be that in exchange for giving up his claims to the north of England, Alexander gained Henry III’s agreement that he should part from his childless wife, but there is no written evidence to confirm this theory.


Free now to find a partner who could give him sons, Alexander married again the following year. This time he did not seek the approval of his former brother-in-law, and indeed his choice suggests that he was deliberately setting out to irritate Henry III, for Marie de Coucy was the second daughter of Enguerrand, 3rd Baron de Coucy, one of Henry’s enemies. She was also a great-great-granddaughter of Louis VI of France, wealthy and of considerable status. She arrived in Scotland with an impressive train of French followers, and her wedding took place at Roxburgh on Whit Sunday 1239.26 Alexander was now forty-one, Marie about twenty. Two years after that, on 4 September 1241, she gave birth to a son, Alexander, and she is also believed to have had a short-lived daughter named Ermengarde, after her mother-in-law.27 Alexander met Henry III again at Newcastle in 1244. He was in a conciliatory mood once more, ready to renew the peace between the two countries, and it is likely that it was also agreed at this point that his little son Prince Alexander should marry Henry’s daughter Margaret.28


Four years after that, Alexander fell ill and was forced to obtain from the Pope a dispensation allowing him not to eat fish during Lent, for it always made him unwell. He was allowed to have eggs and cheese instead, but his health did not improve and he collapsed and died on the island of Kerrera on 8 July 1249, while leading an expedition against the Lord of Argyll.29 The Queen and her seven-year-old son were probably together at one of the royal residences when news of the king’s death reached them, and Marie made sure that the Prince was immediately taken to Scone for his inauguration as Alexander III. The following year they were both in Dunfermline on 19 June for the celebrations marking the canonisation of St Margaret and the translation of her body to the new shrine.30


That autumn, Marie visited France, and for the rest of her life she divided her time between the two countries. She had inherited property from her father, and Alexander’s provisions for her had been unusually generous, with the result that she was a very wealthy woman. It was noticed that when she attended her son’s wedding in York in 1252, she ‘proceeded exceedingly loftily, with a magnificent and numerous retinue’ and was accompanied by ‘many nobles . . . not of Scotland only but also of France’.31 Still young, Queen Marie was obviously a highly eligible widow, and during one of her regular visits to France in 1256–7 she married Jean de Brienne, a widower who bore the empty but impressive title of King of Acre, his father having been a famous crusader. Jean had been brought up at the French Court with Louis IX and his brothers and he had been made Grand Butler of France.32
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