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Chapter One



The Early Years
1489–1502


The old palace of Westminster was alive with the news that King Henry VII’s queen had given birth to a healthy daughter. Following the birth of their first child Prince Arthur in 1486 the king had hoped for another son but no matter, they were still young and more children would follow. Lady Margaret Beaufort, the king’s mother, had taken charge of the queen’s lying-in. A formidable force in the early Tudor court, she had even written a set of protocols for Arthur’s birth that set out exactly how a royal child should be brought into the world.


Lady Margaret ensured Elizabeth of York had spent nearly a month in confinement surrounded by hangings of ‘riche Clothe of blew Arras, with Flourdeliffis of Golde’1 and with a bed and pallet covered by a canopy of gold cloth embroidered with the red roses of Lancaster. All the tapestries depicted flowers and symbols, no images of people were allowed lest they scare the queen during labour. In a time where superstition was rife, religious relics adorned a small altar to guarantee a smooth birth and with all the preparations made, Elizabeth was safely delivered of an auburn-haired princess at nine o’clock in the evening on 29 November 1489. The baby’s grandmothers, Lady Margaret and Elizabeth Wydeville, were in attendance as Margaret Tudor came into the world, aided by a midwife, Alice Massey, who was paid a handsome £10 (around £4800) for her services.


This new daughter of the now joined Houses of Lancaster and York was baptised on the feast day of St Andrew – an auspicious omen for one whose life would become entwined with Scotland. Wrapped cosily against the winter chill, Margaret knew nothing of her future as officers of arms led the procession from the queen’s chamber to the chapel at Westminster. Anne Fiennes, Marchioness of Berkeley, carried the little princess, escorted by the Earls of Arundel and Shrewsbury, closely followed by Queen Elizabeth’s sister Anne, holding the baby’s richly laced chrisom. Many more nobles escorted them including Viscount Wells carrying a gold salt cellar and the Earl of Kent with a pair of gilt basins, gifts for the new princess.


They were met at the chapel by John Alcock, Bishop of Ely, who baptised the baby Margaret in the impressive silver font loaned from Canterbury Cathedral that had been lined with fine linen cloth of Rennes, watched by her godparents; her grandmother Lady Margaret, the Duchess of Norfolk, the Archbishop of Canterbury and the Earl of Shrewsbury. Over 120 torches were lit and the little chapel suddenly blazed with light. As trumpets sounded, Margaret was taken back to her room and settled into her oak cradle padded with ermine and covered with a canopy of cloth of gold, to be looked after by her personal governess Lady Guildford, nurse Alice Davy, two cradle rockers Anne Maylande and Margaret Troughton, and Alice Bywymble, her ‘day-wife’. Oblivious to the fussing around her the new princess slipped back into sleep.


These early days were spent in the sprawling rooms at the old palace of Westminster until an outbreak of the measles forced the court to move to Greenwich for the Christmas season, and Margaret was soon moved to her own nursery in at Sheen, a favourite residence of her father’s next to the Thames. For the time being the nursery belonged to her alone. Her older brother, the three-year-old Arthur, newly created Prince of Wales and heir to the throne, had his own household at Farnham Palace in Surrey and even though they were raised apart he would always have a soft spot for his younger sister.


Margaret was a child adored by her family but her mother was often ill or pregnant as she was growing up. The princess became closer to her father who although appearing as a stern and strict monarch showed affection for a child who would come to share his love of music and hunting. Lady Margaret Beaufort, the princess’s namesake and grandmother, took charge of her day-to-day care and education, hoping her granddaughter would grow up to be as pious and educated as herself. This remarkable woman and mother of Henry VII had fought for long hard years for her son to be placed on the throne. Now in her later years she often took charge at court organising the queen’s other laying-ins and standing in for her while she was indisposed.


Margaret’s mother doted on her and made frequent trips to the nursery when she could, but Elizabeth was confined again for the birth of her next child, this time at Greenwich, in June 1491. At the end of the month, Henry Tudor was born and a sumptuous nursery was prepared at Eltham for both of the younger royal siblings. They were joined in 1492 by the Princess Elizabeth, born in July at Sheen. Henry came to dominate the nursery, overindulged by the all-female staff who doted on him. He was the spoilt younger brother whom everyone loved and adored, annoying and amusing his older sister in equal measure.


No longer fussed over, Margaret still had her chance to shine. At a three-day celebratory joust held in honour of Henry’s creation as Duke of York in 1494, she had her first official public role giving out the prizes. The knights undertook ‘the said enterprise, specially for the pleasure of their redoubted lady and fairest young princess’2 who, soon to be five, handed out diamond and ruby rings to the victors handed to her by her mother’s ladies, Elizabeth Stafford, Anne Percy and Anne Neville.


Little Elizabeth was kept in the nursery too ill and too young to be out in public. In September she died of a wasting disease and the nursery was all the quieter for Margaret and Henry. Their parents held an extravagant funeral befitting the little royal costing around £150,000 in today’s money and she was buried in state at Westminster Abbey. Her loss was felt keenly but the nursery soon had a new occupant. Princess Mary was born on 18 March 1496 and joined her older brother and sister. Two other children Edward born in 1500 and Edmund possibly born in 1501 did not survive infancy.


Life in the nursery wasn’t all play for the older siblings. Margaret had her grandmother to educate her in how to be a great lady and her mother Elizabeth also played her part teaching the Tudor princess how to read and write. She also had the benefit of Henry’s tutors and could listen in on his lessons – if she felt inclined to. Henry was provided with excellent tuition; the poet laureate John Skelton was employed around 1496 to teach him grammar and Latin and over time he was also tutored by Giles d’Ewes in French and music. John Holt and William Hone added to his general education but whereas Henry soaked up knowledge and learning, Margaret had little time for it. According to Strickland, Margaret ‘was neither a learned nor an educated princess’3 but she was becoming an accomplished lady.


Tudor princesses were never brought up to reign so what need did Margaret have to study as seriously as her younger brother? As she grew older, she knew that the most important thing she could do for her father’s kingdom was to marry well. Henry VII wished for peace with Scotland, then linked to England’s age-old enemy France through their ‘auld alliance’ and a constant source of turmoil. The marriage negotiations for Margaret to wed their king, James IV, although started in 1495, were to go through years of ups and downs as would England’s relationship with Scotland. Henry’s counsellors weren’t keen on the idea to begin with but the king won them over, stating ‘Supposing that all my male progeny should become extinct, and the kingdom devolve by law to Margaret’s heirs, will England be damaged thereby and not rather benefited? For since it ever happens that the less becomes subservient to the greater, the accession will be that of Scotland to England, and not of England to Scotland’.4 His words would underline the tensions between the two countries for many years to come.


Born in 1473, Margaret’s intended husband James IV was the son of James III, who had been killed after the Battle of Sauchieburn, a rebellion to overthrow his rule and place the young James on the throne. James III was believed to have survived the battle but being injured fled on horse and asked for assistance at Milltown near Bannockburn. A priest was called but being one of the rebels, he drove his dagger into the king’s heart, killing him outright. James blamed himself for his father’s death – he had sided with the rebels led by the 1st Lord Home but ordered that his father not be hurt during the battle – and wore an iron belt afterwards in penance to which he added an extra link every year, spending much time on pilgrimage and aiding charity work for his atonement.


Still, James IV was crowned on 24 June 1488; an athletic, energetic king who took to his duties vigorously, travelling around his kingdom constantly, meeting his people and quelling any uprisings. He loved jousting, hunting, hawking, music and poetry, and spoke several different languages. Education was important to him and in 1496 he passed an education act for noble sons to learn Latin and law. He took an interest in medicine and dentistry, even paying a poor unfortunate to practice pulling his teeth! He even embroidered and undertook fine needlework in the evenings – a hyperactive king who hated to keep still.


The negotiations for his marriage to Margaret stalled when James gave refuge to Perkin Warbeck who claimed he was Queen Elizabeth’s brother, one of the princes in the tower, and the rightful heir to the English throne. Warbeck had garnered support throughout Europe and Scotland welcomed him much to Henry VII’s annoyance. James gave him a place close to court, new clothes and even a bride, Lady Katherine Gordon, daughter of the Earl of Huntly. For James, Warbeck was nothing more than a pawn in his ploy to reach a better agreement with the Spanish, who would soon send their daughter Catherine of Aragon to marry Prince Arthur and wished to see both countries at peace. James wanted to ally himself with Spain and angled for a Spanish bride but there was none to give. Not to be put off and eager for their kingdoms to be in harmony, Henry VII sent ambassadors to continue negotiations for a marriage to Margaret. The Scottish king was infuriated. He felt Margaret was too young to marry and it would be years before she would produce any heirs.


Henry had hoped it would bring their two countries peace but James wasn’t ready to agree to a treaty without a fight – literally. He gathered his army to invade England and after crossing the River Tweed ‘laid waste the fields, pillaged and then burnt the houses and villages. The natives who resisted he cruelly killed…having widely devastated the countryside of Northumberland, he would have gone even further but for his troops being so laden with spoils that they refused to follow him’.5 Warbeck, who had been invited to ride with the king, protested at his mistreatment of the English people – those he claimed as his own – and left for Ireland.


In May 1497, when England and Scotland were still enmeshed in hostilities, Henry VII had to recall his troops to focus on the Cornish rebellion that saw 15,000 rebels march towards the capital. Margaret was hustled to the safety of the Tower of London with her mother and siblings as the mob grew closer. They were subdued at the Battle of Blackheath, but Warbeck, seeing that the Cornish men shared no loyalty to the crown, took his opportunity and arrived near Land’s End in September with a small army of 120 men to march on London. Gathering more men under his banner on the way, the rebels didn’t get far before they heard that the king’s army was closing in on them. Warbeck deserted at Taunton and headed for the sanctuary of Beaulieu Abbey in Hampshire where after being offered a pardon, he was captured and taken to the Tower. He would be executed two years later and his claims to the English throne would amount to nothing.


Both James IV and Henry VII now looked for a lasting peace between their kingdoms. In September 1497 the Treaty of Ayton, a seven-year truce, was agreed. James IV’s commissioner Pedro de Ayala from Spain was then sent to England to negotiate further terms and to extend the truce to the lifetime of the longest living king plus one year. Should further hostilities arise, Spain was charged with mediating between the two countries thus ensuring a peaceful and undivided nation for their daughter, Catherine of Aragon, to marry into.


There was also another marriage to go back to arranging but Henry VII now showed more concern for the welfare of his daughter. As both his mother and his queen pointed out she was still far too young. Henry’s mother Lady Margaret Beaufort had experienced a horrific labour with him at the age of 13 and was so damaged from childbirth she could never have any more children. This marriage however would seal the new peace and although Princess Margaret was only seven, preparations could be made. James was 16 years older than her and Henry told the Spanish ambassador, Pedro Ayala, ‘The Queen and my mother are very much against the marriage. They say if the marriage were concluded we should be obliged to send the princess directly to Scotland, in which case they fear the King of Scotland would not wait, but injure her and endanger her health’.6


They could delay until she was older but in the meantime still ensure that once Margaret was of age there would be no objections. Papal dispensation was required and sought as James and Margaret were distant cousins through James’s great grandmother, Lady Jane Beaufort, granddaughter of John of Gaunt – also Lady Margaret’s ancestor.


Margaret and her father received a positive reply to their request from Pope Alexander VI.




… you, the first-born daughter of our dearest son in Christ, Henry, the illustrious King of England, being now about ten and a half years of age, cannot contract marriage with our dearest son in Christ, James, illustrious King of Scotland, according to the desire of the said King James, to whom you are related in the third and fourth degree of consanguinity and affinity, unless the authority of the apostolic see be granted for this; we wishing fitly to provide thereupon, inclining to your applications on this behalf, by our apostolic authority and of certain knowledge, by the tenor of these present letters, as a gift of special favour, grant a dispensation to you and the said King James, freely and lawfully to contract matrimony together from this time forth, and to remain therein when it shall have been contracted7





In time Margaret’s nuptials would be arranged, but first there was the joining of Henry VII and Elizabeth of York’s first born and his Spanish princess to celebrate. Catherine of Aragon had arrived at Plymouth on 2 October 1501 after an arduous sea voyage. At one point the storms were so bad the ship had to return to Spain until the wind died down. Catherine had been violently sea sick but when they sailed again, the journey took just five days and the princess was welcomed by people thronging the streets as she travelled towards London and her new life.


There was great rejoicing for Prince Arthur and Catherine’s wedding on 14 November at St Paul’s Cathedral. The young Henry had had the privilege of escorting Catherine into London two days previously and dressed in white satin, was in place to give the bride away to his brother. After the ceremony there were days of feasting, jousts and entertainments. Margaret and Henry took to the floor one evening showing off their dancing skills, until Henry stole the show by flinging off ‘his gown, and danced in his jacket with the said Lady Margaret, in so goodly and pleasant a manner, that it was to the king and queen great and singular pleasure’ (Leland). They were also watched by some special guests at the wedding who had a great significance to Margaret – the Scottish ambassadors who had been commissioned ‘to marry her at once, as might be most convenient and advisable’.8


James had sent his trusted men; the Archbishop of Glasgow, the Earl of Bothwell and the Bishop of Moray to conclude marriage negotiations with the English councillors the Archbishop of Canterbury, Bishop of Winchester and Thomas Howard, the Earl of Surrey. Although the Scottish king wanted to marry as soon as possible they were charged to agree that the wedding would not take place before 1 September 1503, giving Margaret time to grow into adolescence at least.


There was much to be agreed upon. Margaret’s dowry would include what palace and lands would become hers including Linlithgow Palace, Stirling Castle and the rents from the Ettrick Estate. As Queen of Scotland she would be endowed with a personal yearly income of £500 and James was to provide for her 24 English servants, plus finance the ‘apparatus of her body, the ornamenting of her residences, her vehicles, stud, furniture, utensils, food, dress, private and domestic affairs, and all other things whatsoever, necessary and becoming the honour, state, rank, and dignity of the said Lady Margaret’.9 In return James would receive 30,000 golden nobles (around £10,000 or £35,000 Scots) paid over three years with the first instalment to accompany Margaret on her wedding journey. The Tudor princess was to be kept in the luxury she was so accustomed to.


Once all was decided, the marriage treaty was signed on 24 January 1502 and the very next day Margaret and James were betrothed with the Earl of Bothwell standing in for the Scottish king at Richmond Palace, newly restored and renamed after the 1497 fire which had destroyed the previous wooden palace of Sheen and Margaret’s early nursery. The new palace was a fitting venue showing off Henry VII’s wealth and prosperity. Built of red brick and white stone, it was a magnificent sight with its octagonal towers capped with pepper-pot cupolas and ornate brass weathervanes situated in sculpted gardens by the riverside.


High Mass was first held in the chapel with the King, Queen, Prince Henry, Princess Mary, Princess Margaret and the Scottish ambassadors present as well as many peers, lords and ladies of court dressed in their finest clothes. In the Queen’s Great Chamber afterwards, the ceremony took place with the archbishop starting the proceedings by asking the king, queen and Margaret if they knew of any impediment to the marriage. Each declared there was none. He then inquired whether Margaret came to the betrothal of her own free will to which she replied ‘if it please my lord and father the King and my lady mother the Queen’10 and knelt for her parent’s blessing.


Margaret and the Earl of Bothwell then stood before her parents, sister and brother surrounded by the new emblem of the Tudor rose and Scottish thistle entwined, as the Archbishop of Glasgow then turned to the Scottish representatives and queried ‘whether it was the will and mind of the King of Scots, and full intent, that the said Earl of Bothwell should in his name, assure the said princess’11 to which they agreed. The Earl of Bothwell took his cue to give his marriage vow on behalf of James IV.




I, Patrick, Earl of Bothwell, procurator of the right excellent, right high and mighty prince, James, by the grace of God King of Scotland, my sovereign lord, having suificient authority, power and commandment to contract matrimony per verba de presenti, in the name of, and for my said sovereign lord, with thee, Margaret, the first begotten daughter of the right excellent, right high and mighty prince and princess, Henry, by the grace of God King of England, and Elizabeth, queen of the same, as by the procuratory of my said sovereign lord, at this present time openly read and published, more plainly appears by virtue of the same procuratory, and as procurator of my said sovereign lord, James, King of Scotland, and in his name and behalf, and by his special commandment, contract matrimony with thee, Margaret, and take thee into and for the wife and spouse of my said sovereign lord, James, King of Scotland, and all other for thee (as procurator foresaid) forsake, during his and thine lives natural, and thereto, as procurator foresaid, I plight and give thee his faith and truth, by power and authority foresaid committed and given to me.12





Margaret responded:




I, Margaret, the first-begotten daughter of the right excellent, right high and mighty prince and princess, Henry, by the grace of God King of England, and Elizabeth, queen of the same, wittingly and of deliberate mind, having twelve years complete in age, in the month of November last past, contract matrimony with the right excellent, right high and mighty prince, James, King of Scotland, and the person of whom, Patrick, Earl of Bothwell, procurator of the said prince, James, King of Scotland, [represents] and take the said James, King of Scotland, unto and for my husband and spouse, and all other for him forsake, during his and mine lives natural, and thereto I plight and give to him, in your person as procurator foresaid, my faith and truth.13





The ceremony over, trumpets resounded around the palace and ‘a loud noise of minstrels played’.14 A sumptuous feast was enjoyed by all, Margaret especially, as now she sat with her mother at the top table as Queen of Scotland. Her brother Henry was so furious he was reported to have cried tears of frustration. This young prince who was so self-important and had ruled over Margaret in their childhood days was thoroughly put out by his sister’s elevation.


In later years, the proxy marriage was immortalised in a history of Henry VII’s reign by the poet Charles Aleyn:




Margaret, eldest daughter of the king,


King James to wife did by a proxy take,


Which, told by fame, the bells contend to ring


A peal as loud as fame’s; and bonfires make


So great a light that if heaven’s light were done,


They might have made a day without a sun.15





As the celebrations continued at the palace, with feasting, disguisings and jousts over three days, so too did the people of London rejoice. A proclamation of the marriage was read out at St Paul’s Cross and Te Deums sung around the city. Bonfires were lit and Henry VII, although renowned for his stinginess, provided barrels of wine for his people’s celebrations. Margaret was in her element as the new Queen of Scotland and queen of the jousts. Wrapped up in her resplendent furs against the January cold she presided over a tournament held in her honour on the afternoon of her betrothal. The Duke of Buckingham led the joust wearing out one horse and swopping it for a charger richly dressed in blue and crimson velvet. Amongst the challengers was also a newcomer, the dashing Charles Brandon, who would later come to feature in her sister Princess Mary’s life.


The next morning Margaret, ‘by the voice of the principal officer of arms’ thanked the gathered nobles who had taken ‘pains and charge’16 to joust for her sake and gave out rewards to the victors. First prize was awarded to Lord William Courtenay, her uncle by marriage. More feasting followed and a pageant was staged for Margaret’s entertainment that included a ‘curious building with fenestrailles, or windows, brilliantly illuminated, out of which stepped forth, in pairs, several morris-dancers’.17


Exhausted but loving every minute, Margaret presided over another joust the following day and sat with her parents for a ‘notable supper’18 after which Henry VII gave gifts to the Scottish ambassadors who were returning to their homeland. The Archbishop of Glasgow received a cup of gold, 6 great standing silver cups, 24 silver bowls, a silver basin and ewer with the Earl of Bothwell also receiving similar gifts. The Bishop of Moray was gifted a gold cup and a crimson velvet bag full of gold coins. All richly rewarded for the part they played in negotiating Margaret’s marriage to their king.


James IV meanwhile was preparing for his bride’s eventual arrival. A new palace was being built for her next to the old Holyrood Abbey in Edinburgh, founded in 1128. Since then the abbey had been an important centre of activity for Scottish royals who often stayed in its guesthouse. James now ordered the construction of a magnificent Gothic home for his betrothed to include a great hall, chapel, gallery and royal apartments – Margaret’s in the south range and James’s in the west.


In England, Margaret had her own new apartments for the time being at Windsor and Westminster and here she dreamed of the life that was ahead of her. She revelled in her new title and the honour and respect she now received at court, and wondered what life would be like in Scotland with the handsome if much older James. James hardly spared a thought for Margaret, his marriage to her would make Scotland richer and bring peace between the two countries but he was not interested in her as a woman. She was still a child and would serve as mother to his legitimate children in time. For now Janet Kennedy was keeping his bed warm; one of a long line of mistresses including Marion Boyd, Isabel Stewart and Margaret Drummond. Lady Drummond had been a special favourite of James’s and it had been rumoured that they might even have secretly married. The Spanish ambassador, Pedro de Ayala certainly wrote that James ‘was keeping a great lady with great state in a castle, he visited her from time to time. Afterwards he sent her to the house of her father, who is a knight and married her’19 but there is no recorded evidence for any marriage to the lady. In 1501 she died after dining, along with her sisters Eupheme and Sibylla, supposedly of food poisoning. It was a terrible tragedy and one not wholly believed by several factions who spun conspiracy theories out of the poor girls’ demise. Had someone poisoned them intentionally? We will never know but James was devastated at his mistress’s death. His one consolation was their daughter Margaret born in 1497, who added to his other children, amounted to six illegitimate offspring by four different mothers with another one on the way to be born in July 1502.


But the new Queen of Scotland was completely unaware of James’s mistresses and their progeny. For Margaret, 1502 was the year of growing up. Queen Elizabeth’s Privy Purse expenses show Margaret’s love for fine clothes, dance and music. Payments were made for the furring of a crimson gown, the making of a black velvet one and several pairs of sarcenet sleeves in white, orange and black. One Henry Roper was also commissioned to bring pewters basins, washing bowls, a pair of bellows and a fire pan for Margaret’s use in her apartments. She learned to play the lute and clavichord at an early age and we see further payments of strings for her lute paid to the music teacher she shared with her brother, Giles d’Ewes, and payments to her own group of minstrels for her entertainment.


Sadly, one of the payments was for mourning clothes. In April 1502, Margaret’s older brother Prince Arthur died. Arthur and Catherine had been living in Ludlow in a damp, cold castle positioned high above the River Teme, near the border of Wales. Catherine had hated every minute of living there whilst Arthur saw it as his duty as Lord Warden of the Marches, responsible for security along the border. Disease, probably the sweating sickness, had come to the area in the early months of 1502 and no one was safe from ‘a malign vapour which proceeded from the air’20
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