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FOREWORD

BY DR. ANNA GROUNDWATER
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‘ONLY PERSONAL AND PASSING INFATUATION FOR [BOTHWELL] could have blinded so able and ambitious a stateswoman as Mary to the fatal sacrifice she was making in taking him to her arms’ (p. 224)

So writes Martin Sharp Hume of Mary’s fatal decision in 1567 to marry the forceful earl of Bothwell, a man complicit in the murder of her late husband Darnley. In this, we can see two of Hume’s main themes in his enthralling life of Mary, Queen of Scots: her personal attractions, her impressive courage, and her acute political ability set against the greatest flaw that undermined these assets, her proclivity to surrender all sound judgement to sensual passion.

In these pages, Mary is revealed in all her monarchical splendour and human frailty, as Hume paints a rich portrait of a rounded, complex, and compelling personality, whose justifiable ambitions were repeatedly blown apart by falling in love with unsuitable men.


‘It was almost as if a malison accompanied the matrimonial regards of Mary Stuart. One after the other, her husbands and suitors had died prematurely and unhappily; Francis in early youth, Darnley cruelly murdered, Bothwell a prisoner in exile, Norfolk on the scaffold, and Don John of a broken heart; all dead but Mary . . .’ (p. 302-03)



Mary, he writes, was also unlucky, her political fortunes inextricably intertwined with those of her English counterpart, the wily Elizabeth I, a woman with whom she is inevitably compared:


‘Mary in most respects possessed a much finer and nobler nature than Elizabeth; she was a woman of higher courage, of greater conviction, more generous, magnanimous, and confiding, and, apart from her incomparably greater beauty and fascination, possessed mental endowments fully equal if not superior to those of the English queen. But whilst the caution and love of mastery of the latter always saved her from her weakness, Mary Stuart possessed no such safeguards, and was periodically swept away, helplessly and irremediably, by the irresistible rush of her purely sexual passion.’ (p. 3)



And when it came to the last dangerous diplomatic dance between these two talented queens, Elizabeth, as she almost always did, came off best, Mary kneeling before her executioner at Fotheringhay as the ink dried on Elizabeth’s signature of her death warrant.

Hume set out in the early 1900s to write a history of Mary’s life that focuses on the political effects of Mary’s three doomed marriages, and a multitude of marriage negotiations. He recounts how Mary’s first suitor, at the tender age of a few months, was Henry VIII of the ‘auld enemy’ England on behalf of his infant son, the future Edward VI. Scottish resistance to that proposal triggered the violent Anglo-Scottish wars known as the ‘Rough Wooing,’ and a series of English invasions only ultimately defeated with French assistance. The ‘auld alliance’ with France, the country of Mary’s mother Marie de Guise, was then further cemented by her daughter Mary’s upbringing at the French court, and the proposal of a match with the future French king, Francois II. A glittering future for Mary seemed assured, and duly she became queen of France as well as that of Scotland in 1559. But then the bad luck, that Hume shows dogging Mary throughout her life, brought a swift end to that reign as Francois succumbed to illness in 1560. Mary Queen of Scots was back on the marriage market.

At first it was the Catholic crowned heads of Europe that sought to make their diplomatic best of Mary’s widowhood, and the opportunity this gave them to recalibrate the power balance in the confusion of the post-Reformation. But proposals foundered in the face of her ex-mother-in-law Catherine de Medici’s refusal to countenance strengthening Mary’s position. With no marriage imminent, Mary returned somewhat slowly to her homeland Scotland, and her neglected royal duties there.

At this point Hume shows how her overriding ambition became abundantly clear, and that was the greatest royal prize she hoped to secure, that of the crown of England. Mary’s claims to the English succession were through her grandmother Margaret Tudor, Henry VIII’s sister. She was, as Home writes, ‘ready to plot and plan for carrying out, at any cost of life and suffering, the dream that animated her from her girlhood to her death.’ (p. 278) However Elizabeth was equal to this challenge. Whichever marriage scenario Mary considered next was to be shaped by her English ambition, and Elizabeth’s attempts to frustrate it since such an acknowledgement would endanger Elizabeth’s own throne. From then on, Elizabeth and her counsellor Cecil schemed to control Mary’s marital future—and their ploy was to offer her Elizabeth’s own favourite, Robert Dudley, earl of Leicester.

Stung by this insult, Mary began to look elsewhere, her eye falling on her cousin, the good-looking Henry, Lord Darnley. On paper he was a good choice, but Mary’s infatuation with him blinded her to his obvious deficiencies (this ‘tippling young booby of a consort’ [p. 186]), something that she would speedily regret. At the same time, Hume notes how Mary’s ‘natural sensuousness’ (p. 92) combined with her courtly flirtations appeared jarring for some in newly Protestant Scotland and left her open to censure. The fall-out of the disastrous Darnley marriage, and a whirlwind of accusation after his murder left Mary tainted and vulnerable, desperately in need of the good judgement she had exercised in the earlier years of her reign.

Unfortunately for her, the ‘rough and hirsute, shaggy and stern, the strong man’ (p. 184) Bothwell seemed to offer some protection and in unseemly haste she rushed again into marriage. Bothwell’s own ambitions then became clear, alienating those nobles who might have supported the couple, and bringing about Mary’s downfall, imprisonment, and ultimately her forced abdication. A year on, she had fled, and was at Elizabeth’s mercy in England. Nineteen years later, after successive failed plots to marry Mary off to a good Catholic, and to secure a Catholic queen on the Protestant Elizabeth’s throne, Mary was dead.

Throughout all Mary’s fore-shortened life, Hume demonstrates how her political fortunes were also dominated by the wider picture of a fractured Europe beset by religious differences between Catholics and Protestants, and as France and Spain vied for dominance. France was in the throes of decades of religious wars. Philip II of Spain was attempting to regain control over the crown of England, lost on the death of his wife Mary Tudor. In all this Mary Queen of Scots was but a pawn in a game played by more powerful monarchs.

Hume does this by using his extensive knowledge of primary sources in the archives of England and Spain, and his own background as editor of the Foreign State Papers relating to Spain in the time of Elizabeth. He makes enthralling use as well of a plethora of English papers and correspondence, of the canny Cecil, of Mary and Elizabeth’s own letters, and those of their enemies. And in his hands, these dusty archives come alive, the dialogues between the protagonists making you feel as if you too were sat at the Spanish ambassador’s candle-lit table as he dined with Mary’s negotiator William Maitland of Lethington. Hume himself had Spanish connections, inheriting a Spanish fortune that enabled him to focus on research and writing. One of his first and most popular books was on Elizabeth, drawing on similar material that he would use for Mary. And it is this European background that perhaps makes Hume’s Mary different from many others, offering much more persuasive context for her ultimate failure. That, and his penmanship, as he narrates one of the most controversial and contested lives of a Scottish monarch in all its technicolour glamour and tragedy.

Mary continues to fascinate us, the drama of her life played out again and again in historical fiction and on stage and screen. As I write, in the last year, her life has been the subject of one festival, one dark comedy at the Edinburgh Fringe, one dramatic production, one major feature film, and a Netflix series, Reign. Hume’s Mary gives us the even more dramatic background on which these all draw.


PREFACE
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THE SCIENCE OF HISTORICAL WRITING HAS NEVER ENTIRELY shaken itself free from the vices of its origin. The heroic ballad, hyperbolically exalting the central figure whose doughty deeds it sang, was necessarily the work of a whole-souled admirer of its subject: the kingly chronicle that succeeded it was written, either by a court scribe in the pay of the potentate whose reign it recorded, or by a dependant of the victorious rival who had deposed him. The natural result was that the conspicuous personages of history were usually represented as paragons of goodness and wisdom, or as monsters of crime and folly. They were assumed to have created the circumstances by which they were surrounded, and to be swayed in their policy with regard to them, only by their own innate virtue or viciousness. They were, indeed, regarded, not so much as human beings, subject to the ordinary mixed motives and impulses that rule all men, as originating forces, dominated either by beneficent or malefic instincts. When once they were classed, either amongst the sheep or the goats, there was the end of it, and there was no necessity to seek any further to find the mainspring of all the actions of their lives.

Now that the opening of national archives and the extensive reproduction of historical documents have rendered it possible, and indeed necessary, to supplement the old-fashioned history, taking a broad and superficial view of events, by more intimate studies of the real motives and influences of political action, the same tendency is observable. For the sake of convenience the episodical histories, which of late years have multiplied so rapidly, have usually assumed a biographical form; a series of events being grouped around the prominent figures, in order that the human interest of the historical narrative may be increased. The result, in many cases, is excellent, though it sometimes happens that the author is tempted to shut out from his purview all political factors other than his own subject; but the great drawback to the grouping of historical incidents around a prominent actor in the events related is, that the more interesting the personality the more centralised in his character the history becomes, whilst the events themselves and the concurrent influences upon them are proportionately dwarfed and thrown out of perspective. Studies dealing with events, written round such fascinating individualities, in a great number of cases, indeed, become passionate attacks upon, or vindications of, the characters of the principal persons, and it is assumed that if the latter can be proved either to have been very good or very bad, the influence they exerted upon their times needs no further explanation.

The only excuse that can be advanced for the production of a new book on Mary Stuart is that her supremely interesting personality has so frequently led her historians into the by-path of inquiry as to her virtue or vice, as to have obscured, to some extent, the reasons for her disastrous political failure; which, as it seems to me, did not spring from her goodness or badness as a woman, but from certain human weaknesses of character, quite compatible with general goodness and wisdom or with the reverse, but which fatally handicapped her as against antagonists who are less subject to such weakness.

It is a curious consideration that the sixteenth century was sharply divided into two well-marked periods, the virile first half, when Charles V, Henry VIII, and Francis I—three men if ever such existed—made circumstances and originated policies; and the feminine latter half, when Elizabeth Tudor, Mary Stuart, Catharine de Medici, and the cautious, timid, narrow, almost womanish Philip II had to deal, as best they could, according to their lights, with the circumstances and problems that had been set for them by others. The whole of the policy of these four most prominent personages of their time was consistently feminine, if not feline. The chicane of political courtship and marriage proceeded without interruption for many years as a main branch of European diplomacy. If a rival was becoming too strong, his neighbours did not attempt to beat him in the field, but developed a languishing desire to marry another rival, who was dropped as soon as the object of the wooing was served. With bewildering mutations in the persons of her suitors, Elizabeth managed to keep the ball rolling until she could snap her aged fingers at the world, and boasted that, after all, she died a virgin; whilst Catharine practically ruled France for twenty years by her dexterous manipulation of the matrimonial affairs of her children.

It was Mary Stuart’s misfortune, as it was many years later that of her unhappy niece Arabella, that she thought she was capable of playing Elizabeth’s cunning game without Elizabeth’s peculiar advantages; and the disaster that fell upon her cause was the direct result of this mistake. An attempt is made in this book to tell, at length, the story of the marriage intrigues by which Mary Stuart hoped to compass her great ambition. The question of how good, or how bad, she was as a woman, has been kept as much as possible in the background. It is specially as a politician that I have wished to regard her, for she represented in her own person the principle which, if she had succeeded, would have destroyed the Reformation, and established the supremacy of Spanish Catholicism in Europe. However wicked she might have been personally, that would not have altered the result, if the ends she sought in her marriages had been attained. Murder was at the time almost as legitimate an instrument of policy as matrimony; and a generation that revered Catharine de Medici after St. Bartholomew, that applauded Philip II. for the execution of Montigny, and lauded Alba to the skies; a generation that regarded with approval the religious martyrdoms under Mary Tudor and Elizabeth, would not have turned against Mary Stuart, if her diplomacy had been successful. Every one in Scotland and out of it knew that the men who persecuted her were much more guilty of the murder of Darnley than she was; and yet they were exalted and honoured until their political enemies wrought vengeance upon them.

The recent publication in full of the Scottish State Papers relating to Mary in Mr. Bain’s Calendars; the Hatfield Papers, printed by the Historical Manuscripts Commission; and the textual translations of the Spanish State Papers of the period, produced by His Majesty’s Government under my own editorship, have enabled me to supplement other known sources of information with many details and extracts from documents which have not hitherto been quoted at length. In a book such as this, abounding in controversial points, many of my conclusions will doubtless be challenged; but I would wish to assure my readers, that though I have nothing extenuated, I have nought set down in malice, my one object being to elucidate the influence exercised, in the most critical period of modern history, by the management of her Love Affairs by the most pathetically interesting woman in the annals of our country.

MARTIN HUME.
LONDON. September 1903.
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MARY STUART

From a contemporary painting in the collection of His Grace the Duke of Devonshire.

HENRY STUART, LORD DARNLEY

From a contemporary painting in the collection of His Grace the Duke of Devonshire.

JAMES HEPBURN, EARL OF BOTHWELL

From a contemporary miniature in the collection of the Hon. Mrs. Boyle.
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New problems created by the Reformation—Readjustment of European power—Personal influence in politics—Personal characteristics of Mary Stuart—Their effect upon her political actions—Her complicity in Darnley’s murder of secondary importance politically—The struggle between England and France to control Scottish policy—Death of James V—Birth of Mary, 8th December 1542—Attempts of Henry VIII to obtain possession of the infant—Her proposed marriage with Edward, Prince of Wales—Arran and England—Sadlier’s description of the infant Mary—Falsity of Mary of Guise and Arran—The treaty between England and Scotland for Mary’s marriage—Mary crowned—Henry VIII betrayed—Lennox sides with England—Treaty signed between Scotland and France—Mary to marry the Dauphin Francis—England at war with Scotland—Intrigues to capture Mary—She is sent to France, August 1548.



WHEN IN THE GREAT HALL AT WORMS, ON THAT EVER-MEMORABLE April day in 1521, before the panic-stricken princes, Luther insolently flung at the Emperor his defiance of the mediæval Church, the crash, though all unheard by the ears of men, shook to their base the rotting foundations upon which for hundreds of years the institutions of Europe had rested. The sixteenth century thenceforward was a period of disintegration and reconstruction, in which fresh lines of cleavage between old political associates were opened, new affinities were formed, and the international balance readjusted. Hopes, aims, and fears before unknown; ambition, greed, envy, and defiance were to mingle and divide in the bubbling cauldron of change, with infinite perturbation and distress, for many a year, before the atoms cooled and coalesced into the form which modern Europe took. This process of transformation from mediævalism to the systems which have developed into our own gives to the study of sixteenth-century history a fascination and importance possessed by that of no other modern period; and justifies the minute consideration of every influence which left its mark upon the events of the time.

Although I am not inclined to exaggerate the power exercised over the development of peoples by the mere personality of the prominent actors in the great drama of national progress, it would be idle to deny that the peculiar characters of the high personages who directed policies in the sixteenth century had a very considerable bearing upon the final result of the long struggle. The cold-blooded, cautious suspicion which dictated the system of Philip II hampered his action and fatally handicapped his cause. Whilst he was pondering and seeking compromising pledges, binding everybody but himself, others were taking the inevitable risks and acting. It is almost platitudinous to say, that if Philip had not been so desperately anxious to ‘mak siccar’ before he moved, the civilisation of Europe would have developed upon lines quite different from those now followed. Again, if Catharine de Medici had possessed a tithe of her Spanish son-in-law’s conscientious steadfastness, or any religious conviction at all; had Charles IX and Henry III been decent persons, or the Guise ambition less unscrupulous, France might have been spared its devastating civil wars, and religious liberty have been established as a principle in a country emancipated from Rome. Or if Elizabeth Tudor had not been from the circumstances of her birth inextricably bound up with the antipapal party in Europe, England would probably have reverted to Catholicism. More than once Elizabeth was within an ace of making terms with the enemy at her gates, and entering the inner ring of old royalties, whom she alternately flattered and defied, and always envied. But the peculiarity of her parents’ position, her own imperious hatred of submission, and the maritime enterprise of her people, always held her on the brink, and she never took the plunge. Elsewhere I have attempted to describe how Elizabeth’s personal vanity and love of domination, counteracting each other, kept her for a lifetime in the matrimonial balance, and how her loudly trumpeted celibacy, combined with avidity for male admiration, were dexterously utilised for the national advantage by the Queen and her sagacious minister, though with frequent misgivings and apprehension at treading so slippery a declivity. But if Elizabeth by her long marriage juggle, and by the fortuitous adjustment of her qualities, contributed powerfully to keep England Protestant and France wavering; secured for the critical years the inactivity of Spain, the resistance of Protestant Holland, and the freedom of English navigation, her rival Mary Stuart was a hardly less powerful factor in the triumph of England, by reason of certain defects in her character, the consequences of which will be dealt with at length in this book.

Mary in most respects possessed a much finer and nobler nature than Elizabeth; she was a woman of higher courage, of greater conviction, more generous, magnanimous, and confiding, and, apart from her incomparably greater beauty and fascination, possessed mental endowments fully equal if not superior to those of the English queen. But whilst the caution and love of mastery of the latter always at the critical moment saved her from her weakness, Mary Stuart possessed no such safeguards, and was periodically swept away, helplessly and irremediably, by the irresistible rush of her purely sexual passion.

Nearly every writer who has dealt at length with the career of the most beautiful and unhappy of queens has been drawn into the vortex of controversy as to the genuineness or otherwise of the Casket Letters: and other perhaps more important points of Mary’s life have been to some extent neglected or overshadowed by this interesting problem. Probably everything that can be said has been said on this point, usually with a partisan violence on both sides which has done much to obscure the real issue. Mr. Andrew Lang has recently summed up with great acumen and impartiality the whole evidence for and against the Queen, on a close examination of the text of the letters themselves; and the fact of the subject having been treated so fairly and dispassionately by him from his own point of view, clears the ground somewhat for an equally impartial consideration of the general aspect of Mary Stuart’s character and actions, especially with regard to the influence exercised upon the latter by her lack of control in her various love affairs. We shall see that the deplorable errors and follies that led her downward from freedom to lifelong imprisonment, from happiness to misery, from a throne to a scaffold; that warped her goodness, made her a helpless plaything for her cunning enemies, and ruined the religious cause she loved better than her life, were the outcome, not of deliberate wickedness, or even of habitual political unwisdom, but of fits of undisciplined sexual passion, amounting in certain instances to temporary mania, combined with the unquenchable ambition inherited from her mother’s house. Beauty and other feminine perfections she must needs have possessed—a lovely hand, a sweet voice, caressing grace and ready tears, amongst others—for, after allowing for all the courtly flattery of a generation that compared Elizabeth’s painted mask at sixty to the face of an angel, Ronsard’s tender lays and Brantome’s enthusiastic praise of the Scottish queen convince us, if we had no other proof, as we have hundreds, that many men upon whom she looked were dazzled and blinded by her peculiar personality. But, withal, a contemplation of her known authentic portraits, even those taken in the best years of her youth and happiness, does not carry conviction that her physical beauty alone can have been the cause of the extraordinary influence she exercised over the men who came within the sphere of her attraction. The subtle quality we vaguely call fascination must have been hers to an extraordinary degree to reinforce the charms of the long, fair, oval face, the narrow, side-glancing eyes, and the straight, lengthy Greek nose; the fascination must have been there, though the painters merely hint it, that sets men’s hearts aflame, and sends the hot blood surging up to blind the judgment. And fascination such as this, and all men know it, let them feign ignorance as they may, is but the involuntary natural manifestation of the character within, transcending speech and leaping over barriers, appealing alone to hearts attuned, and gathering potency itself from the answer flashed back unwittingly by those who respond to its sensuous message.

As was the case with those of Elizabeth, what we call, for want of a better name, the love affairs of Mary Stuart were in most cases purely political, and intended by those who promoted them to serve interests apart from the happiness of the persons principally concerned. It is intended in the present book to give a brief review of the various proposals made for marriage with the Queen of Scots, in order to explain their bearing upon the great political issues of the time, and to show how in certain cases where Mary’s imagination was stirred her political judgment, conspicuous in the other cases, deserted her, and her temporary weakness led her and her cause to ruin, and powerfully aided the policy of Elizabeth.

It was a game so skilfully played by those who took the leading part in it, the broad issues were so tremendous, the stakes of the players themselves so important to them personally, that no points could be lost with impunity; and we shall be able to observe that Mary Stuart failed because she made more mistakes than her adversaries, mistakes, it is true, often arising out of her superior magnanimity and her stronger trust in the honour and honesty of others. This was of itself a weakness at a time when the falsity of politicians had been elevated to a fine art; and her own early lessons must have taught her that dissimulation was the favourite weapon of contemporary statesmen, and more especially of the school to which her instructors belonged. But when to this weakness was added the belief on her part that she could use matrimonial intrigue to forward her ends in the same way that Elizabeth did, notwithstanding the great difference in their characters, the inevitability of her ruinous failure was manifest.

Whether she was actually privy to the murder of Darnley or not does not vitally affect the main issue. Unless we are content to believe that the whole of the contents of the Casket were forged, which I most emphatically am not, however much certain of the papers may have been doctored, we must come to the conclusion that her infatuation for the person of Bothwell began before her husband’s death, as we know it continued after it, notwithstanding the euphemistic explanations at a subsequent period, when the glamour had worn off her temporary obsession; and in that case her actual complicity or otherwise in the murder of her consort would probably have made no great difference in the march of events. Darnley, with his weakness, his vices, and his follies, surrounded by nobles who hated and were jealous of him, at issue with his wife whom he had disgusted, and scorned by a people whom he had offended by his presumption, was condemned in any case to disappear, as Murray, Lennox, and Morton subsequently disappeared, with much less reason against them than he had. It was not so much Darnley’s death and the assumed complicity of his wife in his murder that led Mary along the first steps on the via dolorosa of Carbery, Loch Leven, Carlisle, and Fotheringay, as the anger of her envious, discontented nobles, and the indignation of Murray, that the Queen should endure, even if she did not seek, the adulterous embraces of a Scotsman of no better rank than their own. The timely murder of Darnley was only an added opprobrium and ignominy to the main fact. The value of human life, as against the assumed welfare of the State or the sovereign, was so small in the sixteenth century, in comparison with that which we attach to it to-day, that Mary might well have been willing to wink at the sacrifice of her troublesome consort without incurring the penalty of being regarded as a monster of wickedness, as she would be according to the ethics of our own times. The violent removal of obnoxious personages was a recognised political instrument of the sixteenth century, and the act was easily condoned for the sake of the result. Philip II regarded himself, and was regarded by his people, as a saint, notwithstanding the sacrifice of Montigny, the Prince of Orange, and many other human obstacles in the path of his policy. Catharine de Medici lived revered, and died in the odour of sanctity, in spite of St. Bartholomew and poisonings innumerable. The death of Amy Robsart of Throckmorton, and a host of other suspected victims, did not suffice to make Leicester unpopular; and the monk Clement was hailed by the clerical party throughout Europe as a hero for killing Henry III, just as the latter was welcomed with open arms by the Huguenots after he had gloated over the murder of Guise. Nay, Mary Stuart herself, when Murray fell before Hamilton’s harquebus, had nothing but sweet words and rewards for the assassin of her brother, and not one thought the worse of her for that. It is therefore easy to overrate the political importance of Mary’s guilt or innocence in Darnley’s murder, and the question has concentrated the attention of investigators, not really so much on account of its influence upon historical events, which was purposely exaggerated at the time and since, as because it decides to a large extent whether the Queen of Scots is to be regarded personally as a saint cruelly sacrificed or as a sinner rightly punished; and provides a ground whereupon sentimental polemics of opposite views may disport and attack each other’s creeds.

An attempt will therefore be made in this book to trace the influence aimed at or exercised upon the great events of the century of the Reformation by the various matrimonial affairs of Mary Stuart, and by her personal idiosyncrasy in connection with them, whilst avoiding the religious or romantic bias that has so often led the Queen’s biographers to tell only that part of the story that supports their particular views regarding her goodness or badness as a woman according to the code of the present century; an aspect of her life which is quite secondary in real historical importance, however attractive it may be as a subject for abstract speculation.

In the secular struggle of the house of Aragon and its successor the Emperor Charles V with France for the domination of Italy, the only effectual guarantee against the danger of England’s actively throwing in her lot with her traditional friend the possessor of Spain and Flanders and attacking the northern coasts of France whilst the latter power had its forces occupied in the south, was for the King of France to keep a tight hold of his alliance with Scotland, and so to control the policy of the Scots as to enable him at any time to produce a diversion on the Border that should keep England too busy to trouble her southern neighbour, or interfere in favour of the Emperor when he was at war with his rival. The existence of the Scottish ‘back door’ to England, with an ever-probable enemy on the other side of it, had thus for centuries been a check on English influence and power, and a humiliation to English kings in their antagonism with their nearest Continental neighbour. But with the spread of Lutheranism in Germany, and Henry VIII’s defiance of the papacy, the Catholic powers, drawn together by an instinctive movement of self-preservation in face of a common danger, found a fresh bond of union in their orthodoxy, which, to some extent, superseded their old antagonistic ambitions. In these circumstances the policy of English statesmen, which aimed at the control of Scottish foreign relations to the exclusion of French influence, became, not as it had been for centuries, simply a desirable object to be patiently striven for in season and out of season, but an imperative need, in order to preserve England’s independence; for if Henry lost the power of balancing one of the great Catholic sovereigns against the other, he had no longer the means of shutting the Scottish back door, and might at any time be attacked, front and rear, to his inevitable destruction.

A series of royal minorities and consequent regencies had weakened the power of the sovereign in Scotland almost to extinction, and the lawless, jealous, semi-independent nobles practically monopolised the armed force of the country. Their poverty and greed made them particularly susceptible to such influence as Henry VIII could wield, and from the early days of his defection from Rome divide et impera became the active policy of the English king in his nephew’s realm. By that course alone could he hope for safety for his own country. At a time when (1542) the rival ambitions of Francis and the Emperor in Italy still caused their mundane antagonism to be stronger than their religious affinity, and both had need of England, the opportunity for Henry to prevail in Scotland came. He had chosen to side with Charles in the coming war, but before openly showing his hand he set about disabling the Scots for harm whilst Francis was too busy to defend them. A pretext for war was always easy to find by the wolf against the lamb, and on the plea that James V was mustering his forces on the Border, the strife began. James was surrounded by traitors, for English money and religious dissension had profoundly divided the Scottish gentry. Cardinal Beaton, the King’s principal adviser, was intensely unpopular, the powerful Douglas family was disaffected or exiled, and the forces with which James rashly attempted to raid the western English marches, though large, were wild and undisciplined. The disgraceful rout of the Scots at Solway Moss (24th November 1542) was a natural result, and sent James, heartbroken, flying to Tantallon; thence to Edinburgh to meet his divided Council, and then across the Forth to Falkland to die.

Only four years and a half before this Mary of Guise, a worthy daughter of that branch of the house of Lorraine that had settled in France, had married James as his second wife. Two sons had been born to them and had died in infancy. The gossips were agog for weeks before the battle with premature news of the birth of another child; and whilst the Scottish king lay sick unto death, there came to him tidings that, on the 8th December 1542, at Linlithgow, a girl-child had been born to him, an heiress to his ancient crown and to the troubles that had overwhelmed her father. The babe was said to be premature, a very weak child and not like to live,’1 but in any case her coming brought no solace to James. He had been a gallant lover and faithless; Mary of Lorraine had been but a passing fancy, and was already supplanted in his heart; a child by her, and especially a girl, touched him less than one by his mistress at Tantallon would have done; and he heard the news with his prophetic presage of evil which has passed into common speech. ‘The devil go with it. It will end as it began: it came with a woman and it will end in a woman’;2 a prediction not fulfilled by facts. The King spoke little afterwards, as Pitscottie tells us, but turned his back to the lords, and his face to the wall’; and when his hour had come, looked up and beheld all his nobles about him, and gave a little smile of laughter, then kissed his hand,’ and so passed; leaving the week-old Mary Stuart queen of the troubled realm. When James’s strength and speech were ebbing, the Cardinal held to his dying eyes a scrap of paper for his assent. It purported to be a will leaving Beaton regent, jointly with other nobles of his choice—Arran, Murray, Argyle, and Huntly—but was afterwards asserted by Arran to be a forgery, and the arrangement was upset after a few days’ trial and a violent scene between the Cardinal and Arran, who, as head of the Hamiltons, claimed to be next heir to the crown.

In the meanwhile Henry of England was busy. Some of the principal nobles and gentlemen of Scotland had been taken prisoners at the Solway fight, and carried south in Henry’s power. They were plied with arguments to show how patriotic and beneficial it would be to seize the opportunity of uniting England and Scotland by a marriage between the Prince of Wales and the baby Queen. They agreed with alacrity, and together with Bothwell and Angus, both English partisans in exile, signed a request to Henry, ‘to take into his hands the young daughter of Scotland and the whole realm, with promise to serve him to that intent.’3 But besides this undertaking, ten of the prisoners,4 stalwarts for England all of them or enemies of Arran, signed a secret pact binding themselves to recognise Henry as King of Scotland in case of the Queen’s death, to the exclusion of the Hamiltons. On this undertaking the whole of the prisoners went north, to carry out the policy, but before they could enter Scotland news came that Arran had been made sole protector, and that a marriage was already being discussed in Edinburgh between his son and heir and Mary Stuart, ‘whom they now call princess.’ This was rightly looked upon as a blow at the English plans. It was obvious that if the news was true the prisoners could not openly advocate their policy at Arran’s court until they knew how the land lay, and proposals were discussed for the violent seizure of Mary and the fortresses, for the removal of Beaton and Arran, and for the assumption of power by the English faction. These desperate counsels were overruled, and the returning prisoners undertook to compass Henry’s design by more peaceful means, though with but small intention apparently of fulfilling their pledges. Already divisions were occurring in Scotland itself. Arran was at issue with the Cardinal, and suspicious of the French relatives of the Queen-Mother, the Duke of Guise, her father, being reported to be on the point of sailing for the purpose of seizing Dunbar and other strongholds. So even Arran began to chant to the English tune. He was reported to Henry as being ‘a great favourer of the Scriptures, and a man of very good conscience’; ‘a sober man, coveting no great things of the world,’ and so on. Arran himself wrote to Lord Lisle (Dudley) that he ‘intended to reform the state of the Kirk.’ The returning Anglophil exile, Sir George Douglas, was received by him with effusion; and in spite of Beaton’s protest, Douglas and his brother, the Earl of Angus, were restored to their lands and station (January 1543).

The effect of the Douglas influence was soon seen. Before the end of January Arran told Sir George, that if he were only sure of peace with England he would lay hands on the Cardinal, and reform the Church of Scotland, as Henry had done in England.5 The very next day (27th January) the Cardinal was arrested in the Council Chamber, and borne off amidst the shrieks of the Queen-Dowager, who had risen from her sick-bed at Linlithgow to attend the council. It was a strong measure, but Arran was not a strong man, and stood aghast at the effect of his own action. No priest in Edinburgh would say Mass, nor christen children, nor bury the dead. Argyle, Murray, Huntly, and the Catholic lords demanded the prelate’s liberation, and threatened violence if their demand was not complied with.

All this drove the overweighted Arran more and more into the arms of the Douglases and England. He busily promoted the circulation of the Scriptures in English, professed to fall into the English plans for the marriage of Mary, arranged a three months’ truce to afford time for diplomatic action, and summoned a parliament at Edinburgh which should set the seal on the Anglicisation of Scotland and formally restore the lands of the Douglases. But Henry VIII, impatient and imperious though he was, was not allowed to have all his own way. The Scottish returning nobles, now that they were in their own country and no longer prisoners, were less compliant than before; and French intrigue was busy, for Francis I could not afford to let Scotland go without a struggle before Henry declared war against him. Hollow negotiations for the marriage of Princess Mary Tudor and the Duke of Orleans were kept up acrimoniously in England, but they deceived nobody; and though Guise himself still lingered in France, Henry was in a fever of apprehension when he heard that a French councillor, Cheman, was being sent to direct the Scottish Council pending the arrival of the Duke, and that Captain L’Orges (Montgomerie) was to accompany him ‘in case of a ruffle.’ Worst of all news came that the young Earl of Lennox, a Gallicised Scotsman, handsome and popular, and heir to the Scottish crown failing Arran, whom the French regarded as illegitimate, was also on his way to Scotland to marry the Queen-Mother and assert his heirship.6

Henry’s great anxiety was to obtain possession of the baby Queen Mary at once, in accordance with the promises made by the Scottish prisoners before they left England; and to counteract Scottish opposition and French influence, Sir Ralph Sadlier was sent to Scotland. He was a graphic letter-writer as well as a skilled diplomatist, and has left us precious material for history, but he was handicapped by finding on his arrival at Edinburgh that the parliament had been prorogued the day before, after having adopted a resolution authorising ambassadors to proceed to England, but stipulating that Mary Stuart should remain in Scotland until she had completed her tenth year. It was, they said, ‘an ryte hie and ryte grete inconvenient to the realme of Scotland to grant thareto (i.e. to Henry’s demand for the immediate surrender of Mary) for sic reasons and causis as the imbassadours hes hard declarit by the Counsale of Scotland, and as they can schew particularlie themselves,’ and they decided that, ‘as for the keping of our said soverane ladyis personne within the realme . . . that her personne be kepit and nuirst principallie be hir moder, and four lordis of the realme that or lest suspect and chosen thereto.”7 At the same time a rival parliament of Beaton’s friends had met at Perth, demanding the Cardinal’s release, the suppression of the New Testament in the vernacular, and the appointment of the persons to proceed to England as ambassadors; but on Arran’s summons the lords who had adopted this course afterwards attended the Edinburgh parliament and agreed to its decisions.8

Sadlier was made much of by Arran, but the latter, watched by jealous rivals, dared not modify the resolution to keep Mary in Scotland. Sir George Douglas and his brother Angus (Henry’s brother-in-law) did their best: the former said that he had not slept three hours any night for six weeks, but even he repudiated any positive promise to deliver Mary to the English at once, ‘and they that made such promises are not able to perform them. For surely, quoth he, the noblemen will not agree to have her out of the realm, because she is their mistress.’ Douglas, indeed, was rather indignant that Henry should expect so much at once. Had he not, he asked Sadlier, already worked wonders in the time, worming himself into Arran’s confidence, causing the seizure of the Cardinal, and turning all Scotland away from France and towards England? But, he said, affairs must not be pushed too hastily, or all would be spoilt. Give him time, he pleaded, and the King of England should govern Scotland; but if it were tried now, ‘there is not so little a boy but he will hurl stones against it, and the wives will handle their distaffs, and the commons universally will rather die in it: yea, and many noblemen and all the clergy be fully against it.’ Sadlier and his master were far from contented with this, and urged the forcible abduction of Mary; but this again and again was declared to be impossible of execution, such were the precautions taken for her protection.

On the 22nd March (1543) Sadlier had his first interview at Linlithgow with Mary of Guise, the Queen-Mother, who on this occasion showed herself as subtle and false as behoved to be a daughter of her house. There was nothing she desired more, she professed, than the union of England and Scotland by her child’s marriage with Edward, and she would be guided by Henry alone in all things. But privately she warned Sadlier against Arran. He had himself told her that his arrangements with Henry were all pretence, and that they would keep Mary in Scotland until Henry died, when they could ‘so handle matters that the contract should serve no purpose.’ Arran, she knew, meant to marry the child to his own son, and the only way was for some plan to be devised by which Mary might be carried to England. ‘If your Majesty stand not fast on that point the marriage will never take place.’ She said that she herself was in danger if Arran learnt that she had told this secret to Sadlier, and she would still continue to feign opposition to the English marriage. But she rather incautiously showed her hand by suggesting that the Cardinal, if he were released, would side with England. This was too much for Sadlier, who gruffly rejoined that ‘the Cardinal would do more hurt than good, for he had no affection towards England.’ She indignantly denied the current rumours that she was to marry the Earl of Lennox. She had been a king’s wife, she said, and her heart was too high to look any lower. Her hatred and fear of Arran blazed out again and again. Would that her child were in Henry’s hands, or anywhere, rather than at the mercy of the next heir to her throne. ‘And he (Arran) said, quoth she, that the child was not like to live, but you shall see whether he saith true or not, and therewith she caused me to go with her to the chamber where the child was, and shewed her unto me, and also caused the nurse to unwrap her out of her clothes that I might see her naked. I assure your Majesty, it is as goodly a child as I have seen of her age, and as like to live, with the Grace of God.’ And so, at the age of four months, Mary Stuart made her first conquest.

Hardly was Sadlier out of earshot when Mary of Guise tearfully prayed Sir George Douglas to help her in preventing her child from being carried to England. Well might Sadlier write to his King, as he did on the next day, that there was ‘some jugglery here,’ which he would try to fathom. Arran, when sounded, vehemently protested his faithfulness towards England, and his approval of the marriage. He cared, he said, nothing for France, so long as he had Henry’s friendship, and the Cardinal was in safe keeping.9 Besides, he protested, if he had been so minded he might easily have passed in parliament a resolution to marry Mary to his son. No man would have said him nay, and he was aggrieved that Henry should doubt him, for he had had ‘mickle cumber among the Kirk men for his sake.’ Even Sadlier believed that Arran would if he were able adopt the reformed doctrines officially in Scotland. But for all his efforts the English agent could make no way with Scots, even with Angus and his brother Douglas, towards the abduction and delivery of Mary to the keeping of her great-uncle Henry, who thereupon began to threaten an attack by arms, unless the promises of the Scottish nobles were kept. Henry, indeed, with less than his usual foresight, was inclined to believe the Queen-Mother’s professions rather than those of his own friends the Douglases; and the practical release of Beaton, and Huntly’s suggestion to remove Mary and her mother to Stirling, aroused his ire against Arran to the highest pitch, notwithstanding the Regent’s canting professions of Protestantism and demands for Testaments.

Arran swore most solemnly to Sadlier that the Queen-Mother was a true Frenchwoman, and that she had belied him in her attempt to injure him in Henry’s eyes. If he had desired to marry Mary to his son, he said, not a nobleman in Scotland would have opposed him. Indeed, at one time he had had such an idea, but the return of the prisoners from England with the offer of the marriage with Edward had caused him to change his mind. Some days afterwards the Queen-Dowager had her turn with Sadlier, and declaimed just as loudly against the falsity of Arran as the latter had against her. He had told her, she said, that he would rather die than deliver Mary to the English. He was just fooling the King of England for his own ends, and she it was who alone desired the marriage and upbringing of her child in England. ‘And greatly she feared the surety of the child (in Scotland), for she heard so many tales that the governor would convey her to a strong house of his own, where she should be altogether in his hands.’ ‘So that I perceive,’ continues Sadlier, ‘she is in fear of her destruction, and I therefore wished her in England, which the Queen also wished for her part, saying that she would then be in her friends’ hands out of all danger.’

Nothing can be more certain than that it was furthest from the Queen-Mother’s design to hand her child over to England. She was an astute stateswoman, and in constant communication with her father, uncle, and brothers, whose interests were largely concerned in the maintenance of French influence and Catholicism in Scotland; and the education of Mary in the schismatical court of Henry would have been a deathblow to their hopes in that respect. It is clear to see that her attempts to draw Henry into a pointblank demand for the immediate surrender of Mary, which she knew that Arran and the lords dared not grant, in the face of the Church, the Catholic nobles, and the people, were intended to precipitate a rupture which should give a pretext for French intervention, and perhaps prevent Henry from aiding the Emperor in the coming campaign. On the other hand, Henry’s best friends, such as the Douglases, Glencairn, Maxwell, and others, could only counsel prudence and patience. The Regent Arran, they said, feared that if Mary were sent to England ‘she would never die,’ or rather that if she did another child would be substituted for her, so that, in any case, Henry might be master of Scotland. If, said Maxwell, Henry was not content to let Mary remain in Scotland for the present, then he must come and take her by force. ‘By God’s body,’ quoth he, ‘if his Majesty will prosecute it, there is no doubt but that he shall obtain it, for the realm is not able to withstand his power.’ In vain Sadlier reproached the Scottish ex-prisoners for their failure to keep their promise. They could not, they said, go against all the realm; and their countrymen were determined not to let their Queen go. In the meanwhile the Cardinal was set free, and Lennox had without opposition landed in Scotland, with gold and Frenchmen, and held his strong castle of Dumbarton. Rumours came that they, with their Scottish sympathisers, would attempt the seizure of the infant, and it was clear that if Arran adhered to their party the English cause in Scotland was lost. Henry urged the removal of the child to Edinburgh Castle, but that was too near England to suit Arran, and he found excuses for non-compliance.

It will be seen here that many cross-currents were influencing events, over and above the main stream of policy which tended to the winning of Scotland from the French and Catholic connection to that of England and Protestantism. There were the innumerable family feuds which divided the Scottish nobles, the ambition of the Guise family, the pretensions respectively of Arran and Lennox to the heirship of the crown, the impatient character of Henry, and the zeal of religionists on both sides; but for the moment the crucial point at issue was the possession of the six-months-old bairn, now jealously guarded in Linlithgow Palace by her mother and the nobles appointed by parliament. The figure in the turmoil which excites most sympathy, in view of the documents now before us, is that of Arran. There was a general tendency at the time and since to regard him as a poor, simple, shifty creature, as he certainly became later, but a consideration of the difficulties of his position at this time, and the manner in which he faced them, should do something to rehabilitate his memory. His part was a hard one. He knew that Scotland was too weak to withstand the force of England, whilst he also saw that with Mary in Henry’s hands his own chance of the heirship was gone. The Cardinal, the Queen-Mother, and the Catholics were strong in the country, and so were the Douglases and the ‘English’ lords. The domination of the former would have meant at that time the triumph of Lennox, and the ruin of Arran and the Hamilton interest, whilst the complete victory of Henry would have been equally disastrous to them. So Arran temporised as well as he might, even in the face of the great bribe held out to him of little Elizabeth Tudor’s hand for his son.

The Scottish ambassadors in England found Henry still wrathfully insistent upon the immediate delivery of the child-queen who was to marry his son, and the complete abandonment of the French connection by Scotland. Arran dared not consent, and summoned the nobles to Edinburgh. Even Lennox attended, and was nominally reconciled to his deadly foe Angus; and the whole assembly adopted a new set of propositions to be submitted to Glencairn and Sir George Douglas, both English partisans. After infinite bickering, and suspicions, a treaty for the marriage of Mary Stuart and Edward Tudor, with peace between the two realms, was signed at Greenwich on the 1st July 1543, by which the bride was to be delivered to the English at the age of ten years, and married to the prince when she was twelve, hostages in the meanwhile being given to England for the fulfilment of the treaty. But still Henry was uneasy. Lennox refused to deliver Dumbarton, and Stirling was held against the Regent by Erskine; the Cardinal was still at liberty to plot against Protestantism, and Arran, as usual, was endeavouring to hunt with the hounds and run with the hare.

News came to Henry, even, that Sir George Douglas and his brother Angus would rally to the Cardinal at the persuasion of Argyle; there were rumours on the Border that the Humes and Scotts were mustering to raid the English marches, and worst of all, the Cardinal, with Huntly and his friends, were preparing forces to seize Mary at Linlithgow. But once more a hollow reconciliation was patched up, and a meeting of nobles summoned to ratify the English treaty. Henry was still shrewdly suspicious that an attempt would be made to convey Mary out of the country, and assembled his forces on the Border, in order to invade Scotland at the first moment that the Catholic party seemed aggressive.10 Mary of Guise, who was really in the thick of the plot, sought again to reassure the English ambassador. Sadlier saw her at Stirling on the 20th August 1543, and she assured him that she was as faithful as ever to the English connection. She was the more confident now that her daughter had been released by the convention of lords from the power of Arran, and placed in the safe custody of the nobles appointed by the parliament to guard her. Arran, she continued to assert, was the real villain of the piece, and she alone was the friend of England, desiring nothing better for her daughter than her conveyance to England, and her marriage with Edward. When Sadlier spoke slightingly of the Catholic lords, however, she stood up for them stoutly, and said that they opposed Arran only in the interest of the safety of their sovereign lady. Her daughter, she said, ‘grew apace, and would soon be a woman, if she took after her mother,’ Mary of Guise herself being very tall; and she showed Sadlier the child, ‘who is right fair and goodly for her age.’11

And thus the intrigue grew. Arran himself went to St. Andrews ostensibly to reconcile the Cardinal to the ratification of the treaty. The Churchman sulked and refused to meet him, and was at once proclaimed a traitor by Arran. Both sides flew to arms, but the Cardinal’s party had the start, and Arran could only pray for aid, which Henry was too suspicious of him to grant. But in the meantime the war between France and England at sea had actually commenced, and relations became more bitter every day. The Scots treaty with England had been confirmed at Holyrood on the 25th August, and the Laird of Fyvie was sent to England to obtain Henry’s ratification; but Scottish opinion was now strongly suspicious of Arran’s subservience to England. Scottish ships under French convoy had been captured at sea, and the whole country was straining in the leash to preserve its independence. Arran at length, beset by Henry’s haughty demands on the one hand and the Cardinal’s defiance on the other, bent his head before the storm and betrayed his paymaster. On the 3rd September he fled from Edinburgh and joined the Cardinal at Falkirk, near Stirling, where a general reconciliation took place with Huntly, Lennox, Murray, Argyle, and Bothwell. There, in the ancient castle on the rock, he bent his knee before the Churchman. He had been forced to act as he had done, he said, by the King of England, who had urged him to despoil the Church and sack the monasteries. In humble contrition he undertook to deliver all the strong places to the Cardinal, but the solemn ban of the Church was pronounced upon him for his past impiety. The next day, Saturday, Arran did penance for his sins before the friars of Stirling, promising never to offend again. Then taking the sacrament he was formally absolved, and delivered all effective power to the triumphant Cardinal Beaton.12

On the morning of Sunday, 11th September 1543, Mary was crowned Queen of Scotland in the chapel of Stirling Castle, ‘with such solemnity as they do use in this country, which is not very costly.’ Arran bore the crown before the infant, his rival Lennox the sceptre, and Argyle the sword of state. Thus Mary of Guise had so far won the day, for she knew now that her child would never marry an English prince. Henry was furious at the trick that had been played upon him. Let Douglas and his friends seize the Queen by force, he urged; but, above all, let them watch that she was not spirited away to France, and another babe put in her place. ‘The falsehood of the world is such, and the compasses such of that Cardinal and the Queen-Dowager, as if things be not specially foreseen and provided for in time, they will grow to further inconvenience.’13 But Stirling was strong, and with the doubtful exception of the Douglases, Scotsmen were determined that their Queen should remain where she was, and the Dowager rarely lost sight of her child for an hour.

Affairs went from bad to worse. French ships, with men, arms, and money came to Lennox at Dumbarton; legates brought powers to raise ecclesiastical subsidies in Scotland, and the Pope’s blessing to the Cardinal; and notwithstanding the studied moderation of the latter towards England, it was made quite clear to Henry that he did not intend to hold by the treaty of marriage and alliance. The only remedy that Henry could readily suggest was the forcible seizure of the Cardinal himself, which in the circumstances was quite impracticable. The presence of the French ambassador La Brosse, and of the papal legate Grimani, was particularly disconcerting to the English party. Grimani was nearly kidnapped by Angus, at Glasgow, and escaped to Stirling in disguise before dawn one morning, warned just in time by a messenger from Mary of Guise. The treaty with England was obviously crumbling, and the two countries rapidly drifting into war. All Scotland, but a few Douglas adherents, were in favour of friendship with France; and Sadlier himself was in hourly danger, though hidden away in the strong Angus castle of Tantallon.

But for no great length of time was it possible for Lennox and Arran to be on the same side. The King of England had much to offer, and though Lennox had come to Scotland with the French influence at his back, he was willing to throw his weight on to the other scale if the English king would give him his niece, Lady Margaret Douglas, daughter of Angus and Margaret Tudor, Queen-Dowager of Scotland, for his wife, and grant him a revenue similar to that which he would lose in France.14 Whilst this intrigue was still in progress, the Cardinal’s parliament met in Edinburgh (11th December 1543) and declared that as Henry had not ratified the treaty within the stipulated time, the agreement made with England was at an end. Nor was this all. Jacques de la Brosse and Jacques de Mesnaige, councillor of the parliament of Rouen, were welcomed by the assembled nobles as representatives sent by Francis I to request a renewal of the ancient alliance between France and Scotland; Cardinal Beaton and his friends being authorised by the parliament to conclude an agreement with them. On the 15th December 1543 the new treaty with France was signed, and Scotland once again threw in her lot with her old friend and defied her ancestral enemy.

Notwithstanding the attempts of the Scots still to temporise with Henry by suggesting that Mary’s marriage with the Prince of Wales might after all take place when the children grew to fit age;15 and the French suggestions to the Emperor that they were prepared, and able, to divert Henry from his alliance with Charles, by causing Mary and her mother to be conveyed to England with the support of Guise,16 it was quite obvious to the English king that he would have to crush Scotland by force before he could safely send his troops across the sea to join his ally in conquering France. Hertford’s sanguinary invasion of Scotland by sea was therefore effected in the spring. Arran and the Cardinal, taken by surprise, were beaten and put to flight between Leith and Edinburgh early in May.17 The Scottish capital made such terms as it might with the conqueror, but was pillaged and ravaged, as was Leith; and all the country round was wasted by fire and sword. The two principal Scottish ships of war were captured in harbour, and then Hertford and his army, leaving Scotland bleeding and powerless for harm, but wellnigh united now in indignation against England, returned home, ready to lend to the Emperor their aid in overrunning France. Lennox, almost alone of the Scottish nobles, now sided with England; for even George Douglas was said to be ‘thick with the Cardinal’; and the young earl was betrothed to Lady Margaret Douglas, Henry’s niece, in June, binding himself thenceforward to hold his person and his castles at Henry’s orders. But he undertook something more important still: namely, that he would ‘travail to the uttermost of his wit and power to get her (Mary’s) person into his own keeping, and so deliver her forthwith into his Highness’ hands with all diligence possible, to be nourished and educated at his Majesty’s order.’18 The child herself had been conveyed to Dunkeld when Hertford and his troops had approached Stirling, and there, under the watchful care of her mother, she grew and throve, whilst Scotland, nominally at war with England and the Emperor, could only look on at the contest and pray for the victory of her friends the French.

Whilst Henry was still at war (January 1545) news came to him that the Governor (Arran), the Cardinal, and the other lords, had agreed to give their Queen to the French king to marry, and had signed and sealed a bond to send both queens into France next spring,19 and Henry retaliated by constant forays across the Border. More than once Arran sent to the Emperor to beg for the inclusion of Scotland in his peace with France, and to Francis pleading for aid to withstand English attacks, or the Scots would after all be obliged to come to terms with England.20 Montgomerie (M. de L’Orges) was sent from France to Dumbarton with a small force; but Francis had his hands full,21 and could not effectually protect his ally, Hertford’s destructive raids in Scotland continuing unchecked throughout the autumn, with the assistance of the foreign mercenaries recruited for the purpose.

In these circumstances Arran and many of the Scots lords began to waver again. ‘There is no talk of a great war between the English and the Scots: on the contrary it looks as if there was some sort of connivance between them. The Scots will not move unless money from France causes them to do so, for they much prefer to receive French aid in money rather than men’;22 and fresh hints were thrown out of a marriage between Mary and Arran’s heir. ‘In good truth it appears to be the most probable arrangement, for the Scots love to be ruled by their own countrymen rather than by a foreigner. Besides which, such a marriage would probably avoid the danger that the son referred to might at some future time raise opposition to the princess, he being a very near heir to the crown. However, as the girl is an infant, matters may change.’23 They did change, and promptly. Cardinal Beaton was murdered at St. Andrews at the end of May 1546, whilst yet the peace negotiations between Henry and Francis were in progress; and Arran, to his secret satisfaction, found himself relieved of the burden of a coadjutor more powerful than himself, whilst Henry could hardly be expected to look with disapproval upon an act which had removed from his path the strongest Scotsman who favoured France and the papacy.

But the murder of the Cardinal also banished any lingering hope that might be entertained by Arran of securing the hand of Mary for his own son, because with the disappearance of the only man who could present Scotland with a united front to speak for herself, the disposal of the young Queen in marriage became a pawn to be used in the diplomatic contest between England and France. There had been a talk of marrying Prince Edward to a niece of the Emperor; and to counteract any such idea Francis undertook, as a part of the peace stipulations with Henry, to promote the marriage of the Prince of Wales with Mary Stuart. That he ever intended to do so is in the highest degree improbable. When, indeed, Henry became too pressing about it, saying that the stipulation was in fact an agreement that the marriage should take place, Francis replied that he did not look upon it in that light, as the child was too young yet to speak for herself; and French emissaries were sent to Scotland to consult Arran, and obtain from him a confirmation of the French view. To the annoyance of Francis, Arran and his Council replied that they submitted the matter entirely to him. ‘He had expected another answer, but in the face of it he could not avoid making a promise that when the Princess of Scotland reached a proper age he would do his best to incline her to such a marriage. The people here (Paris), Sire, insist that these promises do not bind them to anything, but even they confess that the King of England will endeavour to hold them to the condition.’24 So uneasy was Francis at the situation into which he had been forced, that he obtained for Mary of Guise assurance from Rome that any pledge she might be obliged to take in the name of her infant daughter for the marriage of the latter with the English prince could be subsequently nullified.

With infinite humiliation on the part of the Scots, Henry, almost on his deathbed, granted to them their nominal inclusion in the peace treaty with France; but aggression never ceased on the Border, and the distrust of Arran’s hobnobbing with France increased. The murderers of Beaton still held the castle of St. Andrews against the Regent Arran; and, whether Henry was an accomplice of the crime or not, he powerfully aided the criminals with means to defy Arran. The latter had his reasons to rejoice at the disappearance of Beaton, but his own heir was held by the murderers in St. Andrews, and their contempt of his authority with English connivance, together with the violent reproaches of Mary of Guise, spurred him into an attempt to capture the place by siege.

On Henry’s death Somerset was as anxious as the King had been to secure Mary for his nephew Edward; and knowing that a great French force was being sent by sea to Scotland, he, too, mustered his army with a large number of foreign mercenaries to enforce the treaty for Mary’s marriage. Before he took the field the French army had landed, captured St. Andrews, and levelled the fortress to the ground (August 1547), and once more England and France joined issue on Scottish ground for the possession of their exhausted quarry.

Somerset’s inept three weeks’ rush into Scotland, and his chance victory at Musselburgh (Pinkey), which he failed to follow up effectively, only drew the Scots and French closer together. Young Mary was hurried away to safety at beautiful Inchmahome, in the middle of September, a few days after Pinkey was fought;25 but intrigue was still resorted to for the purpose of capturing her, since it was seen to be impossible by English force alone. The Scottish lords, with Sir George Douglas at their head, were ready, one after the other, to hold their itching palms for English bribes, to haggle for maintenance and high marriages in England, and to suggest plans for the seizure of their Queen; but those who were not false in their offers were unable to fulfil them. Whilst the five-year-old child was planting her gardens and plying her needle, all unconscious of the plotting for her dainty little body, Mary of Guise was striving her utmost to turn to the advantage of the French connection the present hatred of the Scots against England arising out of Somerset’s invasion.

Early in November, only seven weeks after the battle of Pinkey, a meeting of nobles in Stirling discussed the desirability of sending Mary to France; and in January 1548 Arran finally burnt his boats and embraced the French cause. He bound himself to summon a parliament which should consent to the marriage of Mary with the infant Dauphin Francis, to send the bride at once to France to be brought up, and to surrender to the French king the Scottish fortresses to hold in gage. For this Arran was to be protected and favoured, and to be made a French duke. The Queen-Mother still worked hard in winning nobles to her cause, and when the parliament was assembled early in July at a nunnery outside Haddington, in the midst of the besieging French army under Marshal D’Essé, there was no dissentient voice raised to the French demands for the marriage and custody of the little Queen. Mary was at the time safe in Dumbarton Castle, and no time was lost in making preparations for her deportation. Whilst the French fleet from the Forth was cleverly evading Somerset’s cruisers by sailing round the north of Scotland to Dumbarton, Mary of Guise travelled from Haddington to bid farewell to her child. As she left the besieging camp she stood for a moment at the back of the nunnery to gaze upon the town, when the English gunners getting their range, a tempest of cannon-shot fell upon her party, killing many of her courtiers by her side.26 Swooning with emotion and sorrow, she pursued her way to the west.

With such state and splendour as Scotland could afford Mary was surrounded during the last days she was to spend as a child in her own realm. The two lords who had hitherto protected her so well, Erskine and Livingstone, were still with her and Lady Fleming her step-aunt, who had cared for her education so far. Many girls and boys of about her own age, daughters and sons of Scottish nobles, formed her juvenile court, and especially four young Maries, Fleming, Livingstone, Seton, and Beaton, were her maids and constant companions. Two at least of her bastard half-brothers accompanied her on her voyage: Robert Stuart, Abbot of Holyrood, and his younger brother the Prior of Coldingham; but the eldest James Stuart, Prior of St. Andrews, who so profoundly influenced her afterlife, remained with another brother for a time longer in Scotland.27

In the splendidly appointed galley of the King of France, thus gaily attended, tiny Mary Stuart, with her dazzling fair skin and her shining yellow hair, sweet and demure, we are told, in her baby grace, sailed out of the Clyde in the first days of August 1548, the betrothed bride of the heir of France. She was not yet six years old, but already she had been thrice disposed of in marriage: to Edward Tudor, to James Hamilton, and to Francis de Valois, in addition to the several less formal suggestions that had been brought forward for her hand.28 Her realm, it was even thus early seen, was to be the poise whose shifting or standing should decide the final balance of European power, disturbed by the Reformation. The disposal of the little Queen by one or the other of the rivals was regarded, according to the ideas of the time, as to a great extent the disposal of the nation whose nominal head she was. What some of the wisest of contemporary statesmen failed as yet to see, was that in the proportion that free religious inquiry upon which the Reformation rested became stronger, the power of the sovereign to dispose of the thoughts and lives of subjects dwindled. France seemed when Mary Stuart sailed in the King’s galley to have won the game, and to hold Scotland thenceforward in the hollow of her hand, because Mary was to be Catholic and French. But with John Knox thundering for freedom from the Roman harlot, and with English gold encouraging Scottish religious emancipation and impatience of restraint, the symbol remained in the hand of France, but the reality slipped away.


II

MARY’S EARLY YEARS IN FRANCE
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Mary and her grandmother—Her education—Mary as a factor in French politics—Mary as a child—Cardinal Lorraine’s care of her—His influence on her character—Her Latin letters—A separate household given her—Diane de Poictiers and Catharine de Medici—Suggested marriage with Courtnay—Brantome’s description of Mary at fifteen years—Ronsard’s and Du Bellay’s poems—Description of the Dauphin Francis—His love for Mary—The tone of the French court—Mary’s betrayal of Scotland at her marriage—Description of the wedding—Progress of affairs in Scotland—Catholic alliance between France and Spain.



THE FOOT OF MARY STUART FIRST TOUCHED THE SOIL OF FRANCE on the 14th August, at the little port of Roscoff, in Brittany.29 Escorted by a body of the famous Scots guard of the kings of France, the little Queen slowly travelled from château to château, by Morlaix and Nantes, to Saint Germain-en-Laye, being met on the way thither by her grandmother, Antoinette de Bourbon, Duchess of Guise, whom Henry II had requested to organise the household and education of the little stranger. The letters of the staid old Duchess to her daughter, Mary of Guise, on the occasion, sound a human note that rings true across the centuries, and tells us more than reams of diplomatic correspondence would do. The Duchess writes on the 3rd September 1548: ‘I was more glad than I can say to learn of the arrival of our little Queen in as good health as you could wish her to have. I pity the sorrow that I think you must have felt during her voyage, and I hope you had news of her safe arrival, and also the pain that her departure must have caused you. You have had so little joy in the world, and pain and trouble have been so often your lot, that methinks you hardly know now what pleasure means. But still you must hope that this absence and loss of your child will at least mean rest and repose for the little creature, with honour and greater welfare than ever before, please God. I hope to see you yet sometimes before I die. . . . But believe me, in the meanwhile I will take care that our little Queen shall be treated as well as you can desire for her. I am starting this week, God willing, to meet her and conduct her to St. Germain, with the Dauphin. I shall stay with her there for a few days to arrange her little affairs, and until she grows somewhat used to the Dauphin and his sisters.30 Lady Fleming,’ the Duchess continues, ‘will, if the King allows it, remain with the child, as she knows her ways; and Mademoiselle Curel will take charge of her French education. Two gentlemen and other attendants are to be appointed to wait upon the little Queen, and her dress and appointments shall be fitting to her rank.’

Mary arrived in France at a favourable time for female education. The new learning for ladies, that had become fashionable throughout Europe, found its noblest centre in the court of Francis I and Henry II; and the great movement that gave to England such erudite ladies as Queen Elizabeth, Lady Jane Grey, Lady Bacon, and Lady Cecil, gave to France the elder Princess Margaret de Valois, Renée of France, Duchess of Ferrara, Jeanne D’Albret, Mary Stuart, and her fellow-pupils the Princesses Elizabeth and Claude. It is certain that the most scrupulous care was exercised to educate Mary worthily. She was surrounded in the convent where she and her fellow-princesses were taught, for the first few months of her life in France, by gentle and wise influences alone; and later, when she lived with the other royal children in Henry’s court, no laxity of conduct or coarseness of speech was allowed before her. That the tone of French society at the time was as licentious as well could be, and that the influence of the Queen, Catharine de Medici, where it could be exerted, was likely to be a bad one, is unquestionable; but Catharine was powerless for harm until after her husband’s death, and at least an appearance of propriety and devotion was kept up at court until that event happened.31 Mary’s great ally and protectress, Diane de Poictiers, Henry’s powerful mistress, even, was outwardly most jealous in preserving her dignity; and though Mary may have learnt her crooked political and diplomatic methods from her uncles Guise and Cardinal Lorraine, and their great rival Catharine, it is most unlikely that any moral influences but those of almost stilted propriety were allowed to touch her in her most impressionable years.

The Duchess of Guise thus writes to Mary’s mother a few months after the little Queen had arrived in France: ‘It is impossible for her to be more honoured than she is. She and the King’s eldest daughter, Elizabeth, live together, and I think that this is a great good thing, for they are thus brought up to love each other as sisters. It is not enough to say that they do not trouble each other in the least, for she (Mary) never works at night or sleeps in the daytime, and is very playful and pretty, and the two children are as fond as they can be of each other’s company. They are always well accompanied, and are often in the Queen’s chamber, so that nothing could be desired better for her than she has. Do not believe people who write falsely to you to the contrary, for they often complain without reason, and would prefer to have separate habitations, so that they might live as they pleased, which certainly would not be to the advantage of the little Queen, your daughter.’

That Mary’s literary education, even in these early years, was carefully conducted, is evident from the accomplishments she possessed. Brantome says that she knew Latin well, and at the age of thirteen declaimed an essay in Latin before the King and Queen, advocating the higher education of women. Her French, says the same authority, was more elegant than if she had been born in France. She played well on the cither, the harp, and the harpsichord. Her dancing and grace of movement were eulogised, as well as her horsemanship;32 and after allowing for all the exaggeration of courtiers and poets, it is undoubted that Mary was well taught, and an apt pupil. Her hardest lessons were probably those which schooled her to the trade of royalty: to control the demonstration of emotion, to recite by rote grave commonplaces to ambassadors and visitors, and to listen patiently to addresses beyond the comprehension of a child.33 The fact of their superiority and power was for ever kept before the eyes of infant royalties, and such a system usually succeeded in crushing out of the unhappy little creatures all youthful spontaneity long before they reached adolescence. That it did not result in making the woman Mary Stuart a prig, as it did most other great ladies of the day, including to some extent her companion, Elizabeth de Valois, is a proof of her strong natural character and marked individuality, but it certainly encouraged her hereditary pride, and the over-weening sense of sacredness of sovereignty which contributed largely to the causes of her ultimate ruin.

Scotland for centuries had been a piece in the hands of France to checkmate England when needful, and to prevent a hostile coalition between the latter power and the rulers of Spain or Flanders; but, with the spread of the newer ideas of religion in France, the latter country itself developed divisions, and Scotland became for a time not only the sliding makeweight on the international balance, but an active factor in the internal politics of France. The house of Lorraine had, from the birth of the anti-papal movement in Europe, been foremost in their championship of the traditional claims of the Church; and the French branch of the house represented by Duke Claude, and afterwards by the Dukes Francis and Henry and their brothers, naturally espoused the same side, which, in Paris at least, was also the popular one. The appearance of the Guises as French princes, allied by marriage with the royal house and claiming their privileges to the full, naturally aroused resentment in the house of Bourbon, princes of the blood, whose claim had previously been unrivalled; whilst their ostentatious pushing of the papal cause, with obviously ambitious aims of their own, was also displeasing both to those great nobles who had for so long been paramount in the state, the Montmorencis, and their kinsmen the Chatillons, and to the not inconsiderable number who had imbibed some sympathy for the new ideas of religious reform. The devout and decorous concubine, Diane de Poictiers, sided with the Guises; and naturally the neglected Queen Catharine de Medici favoured the opposite party, biding her time when she might deal a blow at the Guise and pro-Catholic faction, whose aggrandisement she knew meant her own enfeeblement. The marriage of the King of Scots to Mary of Guise had been a great stroke of policy for the bride’s family, and the aid subsequently sent to Scotland by France had been opposed bitterly, and minimised as much as possible by the parties at court who were jealous of the rise of Guisan influence. The betrothal of the infant Mary to the Dauphin, and her deportation, had been similarly combated; but Diane de Poictiers was all-powerful with Henry II, and she and the Guises had their way in spite of Catharine and the Montmorencis.

It will be seen, therefore, that whilst Mary was still a child she was the centre of a great intrigue in French home politics, as well as being a precious international pledge; and the visit of her mother to France in September 1550, for a year, was avowedly for the purpose of obtaining support for her claim to the Scottish regency, still nominally held by Arran (Duke of Chatelherault), with the object of carrying out more firmly than before the policy most conducive to the Guisan objects in France. By bribes and address she had won over a large party of the Scottish nobles to her views, and with ceaseless persistence pursued her aim until (in 1554) she was successful. That her openly French policy in Scotland was for a time accepted without protest, and the opponents in France itself of the Guise domination silenced, was owing greatly to the accession of the half-Spanish Mary Tudor to the throne of England, and her marriage with Philip; such an alliance being, as usual, a signal for the close drawing together of France and Scotland on the old national lines that had existed before the opening of the Reformation. This was, however, but a passing phase, which disappeared when Elizabeth succeeded and pledged England to an anti-papal and nationally independent policy. This short digression has been necessary in order to show how many warring interests surrounded Mary, even in her childhood, and caused her future to be of greater importance to Christendom than that of any other woman of her time except Elizabeth Tudor.

They were not all friends, therefore, in France that approached the young Queen in her years of innocence. In 1551 a plot was discovered to poison her by a Scotsman of her own name, whom some historians have without adequate proof sought to identify with an anonymous Scot, presumably a spy, who was sent to Mason, the English ambassador in France, by Edward’s Council;34 but it does not appear probable, in the absence of positive evidence, that Somerset’s government would at this period have run the risk of entering into such a murder-plot, by which, for some time at least, no great advantage could be gained by England. On the other hand, the interest of the Hamiltons in the early disappearance of Mary is obvious. In the meanwhile the child grew in beauty and precocity. The staid, dignified little letter written to her mother in 155235 shows her direct initiative at several points. Her mother had charged her with secrecy upon certain matters, to which she replies: ‘Je vous puis assurer, madame, que rien qui viendra de vous ne sera sceu par moy’; and with all seriousness she discusses the affairs submitted to her, though with many dutiful protestations of her humble obedience to the more mature judgment of her elders. It is evident, too, that her advisers in France were the Duke of Guise and Charles, Cardinal Lorraine, her uncles. She writes in this connection: ‘I have shown the letters to my uncle Guise, as I thought you would wish me to do so; although in view of the orders you send me I should not have shown them to any one, only I was afraid that I should not be able to understand them without his help. . . . I would have written to you in cipher, but my secretary tells me it is not necessary yet.’ She begs in the same letter that her servants may be better paid, and, evidently in obedience to the request of her mother, encloses two letters written separately with her own hand: ‘so that you may be able to show that to my master without any one knowing that you have written to me about it.’
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