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Introduction


One of the major gateways into the daunting Scottish psyche is through the underground tradition beyond mainstream literature: its supernatural fiction, legend and folklore. The pivotal point for adventurers seeking insight into these recesses comes in an inconspicuous story embedded in Sir Walter Scott’s novel Redgauntlet (1824).1 The narrator of ‘Wandering Willie’s Tale’ relates a supposed tradition of his own father, a tenant on a 17th century Scottish estate, who was driven to abnormal extremes by the threat of financial ruin. He had paid his rent as usual to the old laird, Sir Robert Redgauntlet, but when his master suddenly died there was no sign of the money or a receipt to prove that it had been paid. The laird’s son, Sir John, demonstrated scant sympathy for his plight and demanded either hard cash or proof that the debt had been honoured. Facing this crisis, the tenant – Steenie Steenson – blindly called upon the powers of darkness to assist him. One dark night soon afterwards he met on the road a nameless messenger who led him to a house which he recognised as a simulacrum of the late laird’s mansion. But the place appeared strangely transformed to his vexed senses. Old Redgauntlet was there sure enough, large as life, showing no detrimental effects from his recent demise. But things have altered in this Otherworld.


The old laird was keeping uproarious but uneasy company in death with a group of ambivalent figures from Scottish history. These characters would have been familiar to the unfortunate mortal intruder (and to Scott’s readers), but some of them are now mere shadowy names, devoid of their former notoriety. Among the group were the infamous Bloody Advocate Mackenzie, General Tam Dalyell, and John Graham of Claverhouse (Viscount Dundee), important men who had spilled much blood in their time. The gauze of good humour which may have fooled the visitor into thinking the frightful revelry was joyful was torn away by the description of Dundee:




And there was Claverhouse, as beautiful as when he lived, with his long, dark, curled locks streaming down over his laced buff-coat, and his left hand always on his right spuleblade, to hide the wound that the silver bullet had made. He sat apart from them all, and looked at them with a melancholy, haughty countenance; while the rest hallooed, and sung, and laughed, that the room rang. But their smiles were fearfully contorted from time to time; and their laughter passed into such wild sounds, as made my gudesire’s very nails grow blue, and chilled the marrow in his banes.2





The ambivalence of Claverhouse in this particular afterlife reflects an uncertainty echoing down from Scotland’s past: it may have vanished, but there remain unresolved residual issues haunting the realm. Scottish history, for Sir Walter Scott as well as the hapless Steenie Steenson, intrudes into everyday consciousness in a manner far removed from nostalgic reflection.


The old laird of Redgauntlet remains a frightening embodiment of history unleashed, the ultimate devolved power in the land. His son, on the other hand, is a pallid creature with a cold eye fixed on the present, who has sold his soul in favour of the economic bonanza proposed by the Union of England and Scotland. There is a facet of the bygone age which is more tangible than today, though it may be neither warm nor welcoming, and Scott’s fable demonstrates the craving for this darker, more fulfilling age. It also puts into context the unease of Scotland’s shadowy post-independence identity. Even Sir Walter Scott, a supporter of the United Kingdom, knew that his beloved country, despite its robustly unique institutions, survived only in a semi-autonomous twilight. Echoing this were the dead, those great and the not-so-good, stuck in an afterlife limbo which is a misshaped mirror of the present. In that place political and moral issues are unresolved until some cataclysmic day of national reckoning. Scottish folk tradition recognises the existence of an indefinite border zone, distinct from either heaven or hell, found for example in the poem and later ballad of ‘Thomas the Rhymer’, where the great poet and seer is escorted into this arcane plane of existence by the Faerie Queen.3


There are other national figures that inhabit that imaginary, uproarious stately home on the moorland edge of the Scottish mind, not only those sentenced to a peculiar purgatory for the sake of their violent, forgotten causes. If one of the qualifications for entry was a wholesale denial of that individual’s death, then the subject of this book would certainly be resident there. The traditions surrounding the fate of one of Scotland’s best loved kings merit examination for the insight they provide about the man, his times, and how an individual’s reputation can act as a surrogate presence to be used and misused for many years after their death.


King James IV was one of Scotland’s most successful rulers, his achievements made abundantly clear by historians of different hues who wrote about him in the century after his death. His accomplishments can be judged firstly in terms of the order he managed to impose on his own domains, most notably in the fractious Highlands and the Border region. He succeeded to a large extent in imposing the rule of law that his ancestor King James I ardently wished for.4 That first royal James, like the fourth, died a dramatic and violent death, but on Scottish soil and at the hands of his own subjects. Similarities between the two men can be drawn also from the miasma of legend surrounding their deaths. The assassination of King James I inspired a poetical work entitled The Dethe of the King of Scots5, and his demise was said to have been foretold by an Irish or Highland seeress.6 A man of the arts and a righteous ruler, he was perceived by some in a martyr. Both men were part of a legend which portrays the royal Stewarts/Stuarts as a perversely attractive, fatally flawed lineage, which ultimately came to ruin through a combination of their own inherent weaknesses and the incessant ill-will of fate against them.7 Their own, ill chosen acts – sometimes against their own kin – seemed to damn them. The resonance of guilt over the battlefield death of James III marked his son James IV with guilt, justified or not. The premature death of James V following the battle of Solway Moss in 1542 was linked, in the mind of one English writer at least, with the more bloody disaster of Flodden twenty-nine years earlier, albeit James V died broken in his own bed.8


The fables associated with the death of James IV are more complex and intriguing that any that have survived about previous kings, though the earlier stories still compel attention. Over two hundred and twenty years before the death of James IV at the battle of Flodden, his ancestor King Alexander III, seen by some as the last ‘Celtic’ king of Scotland, was thrown to his death by a horse at Kinghorn in Fife. Even though Alexander’s death was a quite ordinary accident there were soon two versions of the event, quite different English and Scottish accounts.9 There were also many legends associated with the fateful circumstances of Alexander’s demise.


The stories which arose after the death of James IV surpass any of those associated with his ancestors. For breadth and interest, the only comparable group are those tales linked with Macbeth, who died in 1057. Differing legends about him arose from disparate and geographically distant sources, such as Norse saga (a culture which saw him as a racial, military enemy), and from mainstream ecclesiastic tradition in Fife, a region where he sought to ingratiate himself into legitimate Scottish society by richly endowing the church.10 But there is no possibility of actually unearthing the real character of the man through these stories, fascinating though they are. Macbeth inhabited too remote a past, and the information we possess about him is both too biased and too incoherent to be fully unravelled.


King James IV, on the other hand, stands on the threshold of the modern world. He introduced the printing press into Scotland, studied new scientific manufacturing processes for artillery and warships and seemed for a time to be able to swim comfortably in the shark ridden waters of European diplomacy. Scotland in his reign appeared to be steering a course which would guarantee its integrity and independence, maintaining its traditional alliance with France while keeping a wary peace with England. In the end the political tensions consumed the king, forcing him to favour the older French alliance and go to war with England. Ironically, his marital alliance with King Henry VII’s daughter eventually led to the union of crowns, and after the massive defeat at Flodden, Scotland was never again so resolute or independent.


The belief that King James IV survived the battle of Flodden in 1513 was one immediate, spontaneous response of a crushed nation. Nobody can question that it was the scale of the calamity of Flodden as well as the reaction to the death of a single, charismatic leader that gave birth to his survival legends. He was the first Scottish monarch to have led his nation onto the battlefield and perished there since King Malcolm III in the 11th century, and became the last king of any British nation to have died in battle. Rumours about his fate were traded after Flodden, and the tales became a component in the political infighting during the minority of his son, James V. The figure of the dead king was an active ingredient in the tumult of the leaderless country, and doubts over his fate were even used as a political weapon by his widow over a decade later. The traditions of the undying king were not just cynical gossip manipulated by the ruling class, any more than they were merely sentimental delusions of the ‘common folk’ or literary legends fabricated long after the fact.


Whispers about James IV defying fate and living on after his catastrophic last battle were a widespread reflex to unexpected tragedy common with many countries. Other kings are said to have cheated death and gone into hiding, or become religious penitents who went to Jerusalem or Rome. Some of these lost leaders shared another of the king’s rumoured fates: murdered by some person they knew and trusted. But very few have been believed to be actually resident in another, supernatural dimension, as one tradition of James IV insisted. This was the destiny of the truly elite, such as the primal warlord Arthur. No ruler, not even the great emperor Charlemagne, attracted so many diverse tales about himself so immediately after his apparent death.


Some individuals prominent in Scotland after the Flodden disaster manipulated the fable of the lost king to damn their political opponents. The Scottish nobleman Lord Home was accused of not helping the king on the battlefield, but also of murdering him after the battle. Englishman Lord Dacre claimed to have found the king’s body at Flodden, though perhaps his claim was based on an urgent need to redeem himself with the authorities who were suspicious of him. Accusations of inaction and open treachery touched these men in the aftermath of the battle of Flodden as they struggled to retain power. Even non combatants like Andrew, Bishop of Moray, faced accusations of causing the Anglo-Scottish war. James IV’s widow also involved herself in trading rumours about the fate of her late husband, possibly as an act of desperation to be rid of her second partner, the Earl of Angus. In the end it was the late king’s cousin, the Duke of Albany, who had to juggle with the sharp edged, shattered remnants of Scottish society. The figure of King James IV was a ghostly presence in the manoeuvrings of all of these damaged individuals after his death and their actions and intentions are a central part of this story.







Chapter 1



The Measure of a Monarch


The personal fame of King James IV arose from his subjects seeing him travelling tirelessly about his kingdom, dispensing justice, going on pilgrimages to his favourite shrines of St Ninian at Whithorn and St Duthac at Tain, or on other adventures. This gregarious manner of life contrasted markedly with the supposed sedentary lifestyle of his father James III, who was accused of being in the thrall of a small circle of inappropriate and ignoble favourites. His son may have learned from his father’s supposed inability to embrace the manly activities of hunting and hawking, but James IV was also following his own restless instincts by being constantly physically active. King James IV was not merely visible to his subjects; he was seen engaged in activities which won the approval of Scots. It is ironic then that so conspicuous a king should be the focus of superstitious rumour after his death. Or perhaps the stories came from the trauma that his sudden physical absence generated.


James was energetic in his observance of religion, and even considered the possibility of going on pilgrimage or launching a crusade to the Holy Land. More than this, his actions and character sat well with peasantry and nobility alike. Later Protestant and Catholic historians lauded the king; though to different extents and with varying reservations, especially when it came to blaming him for apparently throwing his life away at Flodden. Some writers, like Lindsay of Pitscottie, make a direct connection between the perceived fornication of the king with his untimely death. To ordinary Scots the king’s amorous adventures were a proof of his potency and understandable humanity. And while the monarch was no intellectual, a fact pertinently noted by the scholar George Buchanan1, he did have an array of imaginative interests which led to active involvement in the spheres of surgery, alchemy, poetry, and naval and military technology.


If we look for a proliferation of legends surrounding the youth of the king as a pattern for those which surrounded him later in life, and in death, there are scant clues. James was born on St Patrick’s Day, 17 March 1473, and it was said that a comet visible in January and February was a portent of this or another momentous event.2 Even before his birth his father was manipulated by courtiers who took advantage of his superstitious mind and turned him against his own family. King James III had the misfortune to have two adult brothers who were more widely admired than himself, according to accounts written in the following century. One credible detail in the supernatural drama which followed was that it was grounded in a prosaic dispute: a disagreement about rents claimed both by the king’s brother, Alexander, Duke of Albany, and a leading family, the Homes in the eastern border area. Playing on the king’s weakness, the Homes and their allies the Hepburns recruited one of James’s favourites, Robert Cochrane, who found a witch who told the monarch that he would be killed by one of his close kin. Rumours about this prophecy became so persuasive and were repeated so often that the monarch came to suspect his brothers. Albany grew mistrustful of the king and fled to his castle of Dunbar, but the younger brother John, Earl of Mar, met a suspicious death, though details of his demise are vague. Mar may have been beheaded or, according to others, he was allowed to choose the manner of his end and opted for opening his veins in a warm bath. Apart from these legends, a prosaic version maintains that he took a sudden fever and, during his delirium, tore his bandages off after the royal doctors bled him, hastening his own death. The historian Robert Lindsay of Pitscottie, writing three quarters of a century later, stated that the young prince was murdered in a bath in the Canongate, though he did not identify the perpetrator or the exact motive.3 Another historian, John Lesley, believed that Mar was taken during the night to Craigmillar Castle, just outside Edinburgh, and convicted by the king of conspiracy against him by magic. Then his captors bled him to death in the Canongate, Edinburgh, in December 1480. Lesley adds that witches and warlocks implicated in Mar’s conspiracy against the king were burnt for their crimes in Edinburgh, an event confirmed without this elaboration by other sources. There was evidently a climate of supernatural hysteria operating in Scotland at this time.4 Albany, meanwhile, made a dramatic escape from Edinburgh Castle in the spring of 1485 and fled to France.5 He later made an abortive attempt to oust his brother from the throne with English assistance, but eventually returned to France, where he ended his days and fathered a son who was to play a large part in his native land after his nephew’s death.


The story of Mar’s supernatural guilt and dramatic execution is dubious; not least because it is suspiciously similar to the tale of another prince who came to a dreadful end in this period. George, Duke of Clarence, brother of King Edward IV of England, was a similar character to Albany: popular, larger than life and ambitious for more power. In 1478 he changed from being a mere dynastic nuisance to a traitor when he was charged with conspiring to kill his royal brother by means of magic and poison.6 Clarence suffered a bizarre, private execution, drowned in either a bath or in a vat of malmsey wine.7


James III may really have been a believer in the threat of the occult against himself, but it is just as likely to be a creation of writers informed by those powerful magnates who brought him down. But he did, like other rulers who wanted to hedge their bets, have recourse to arcane areas of knowledge in his own court. When Scottish ambassadors went to Flanders to address trade issues, they encountered an astrologer named Andreas who impressed them with his knowledge of future events. One of his famous, later predictions was the death of Emperor Charles the Bold, who died at the Battle of Nancy in 1477. Andreas was invited by the envoys to come to Scotland and first appeared at the Scottish court in 1471.8 He quickly became a fixture among King James III’s close associates.9 In one version of events it was this seer (rather than a witch) who is alleged to have played into the hands of the king’s enemies, and perhaps his own nature, when he foretold that the monarch would meet his death by means of his nearest and dearest: ‘the lion should be devoured by his whelps’. This superstitious weakness damaged James’s reputation, despite his variety of positive qualities. The intellectual king had a widerange of interests, which reflected in his egalitarian choice of companions: architects, musicians, writers. But he could not accommodate his nobles within the compass of his activities and, fatally, he did not have the redeeming compensation of being popular with his ordinary subjects. Even some of those ministers in the highest ranks of his administration were tainted with the suspicion of being corrupted by supernatural influence, such as the Archbishop of St Andrews, William Schevez.10


Although James III survived the humiliation and physical danger of the hanging of most of his close associates by a lynch mob of noblemen at Lauder Bridge in 1483,11 he could not prevent the uprising which led to his final downfall, on 11 June 1488. James III’s death was painted by a later generation as both poignant and pathetic, but lack of contemporary facts ensures it remains an obscure event. The picture remains of a fate that was pre-ordained. The king raised an army to fight the rebels, but the final contest was far from glorious. At the end of a confused skirmish this most reserved and un-martial ruler was left alone, stumbling over a bleak moor like a foot soldier, unsure of what had befallen him after his horse had thrown him into the dirt; a literal fall from grace. It was not just any bleak landscape which played host to his inept last hours: this was close to the site of Bannockburn, scene of the greatest military triumph of the Scottish nation. The lost king managed to pathetically cling onto his weapon, the sword once owned by Robert Bruce, whose ghost the chroniclers may have imagined hovered close by him. His death was rumoured to be both sordid and uncertainly accomplished. Injured by his fall, he staggered into the mill of Bannockburn, where he responded to the enquiry of the miller and his wife about his identity with the ominous, prophetic phrase, ‘I was your king this day at morn.’12 Possibly sensing his extremity, when he called out for a cleric to make his confession a passing man entered the mill and announced, ‘Here I am, a priest.’ Bending over the monarch, he drew out a dirk and repeatedly stabbed him. Then the ungodly cleric vanished into the night without a trace. Despite enquiries about his identity, the assassin was never found. The officially sponsored version of events declared that the king had been murdered by anonymous cut throats,13 and though suspicion fell on supporters of Patrick, Lord Gray, no prosecutions were made.14 The whole messy last fray was so ignominious an event that the battle did not even acquire a fixed name until long afterwards (being called Bannockburn, the Field of Stirling, and finally, Sauchieburn). The poet Sir David Lindsay, summarised the bizarrely swift and ill fated end of James III in a poem addressed to his grandson, King James V:




At morne ane king, with sceptour, sweird, and croun;


At evin, ane dede deformit carioun!15





The rhyme reflects the merciless, arbitrary nature of kingship, which was part of the inheritance of James IV. Later commentators gave the impression that James III’s death was a heaven sent punishment for his sins of abandonment to sensual pleasures and enchantment.16 To cap his crimes he was accused later of being a tyrant, and therefore his violent death was entirely just.17 But even without the need to believe that this king was doomed by his own weakness, his death can still be seen as a cathartic occurrence that was necessary for the harmony of the whole realm to be restored.18 The fatality of James III was a regicide which ushered in the birth of modern Scotland. The final irony was that his son and heir was crowned king of Scots on 24 June, the anniversary of the Battle of Bannockburn.


Major historians of the 16th century ensured that James III, who ruled for a creditable twenty-nine years, had the record of his reign overwritten by rumours of his ineffectiveness, but no contemporary historian gave the melodramatic version of his inept last hours on the battlefield. The suggestion that he was slain by treachery was certainly raised by contemporaries, albeit in allegorical form, as direct accusation would have been dangerous. The deadly conspiracy of his nobles was alluded to by Robert Henryson in his poem The Taill of the Lyoun and the Mous, where he hints that the king, symbolised by the lion in his verse, met a cruel and unnatural end, caught suddenly in an outstretched net by nameless hunters.19


If the reign of James IV compared with that of his father seems like light following darkness, it was an image encouraged by those who composed the national histories.20 But the portrayal of him as a guileless rebel, who becomes a sorrowful young king forced to wake up to reality in the political jungle partially reflected reality. Coming to the throne more or less as an adult, James was able to grasp the reigns of political power after only a short period of uncertainty, unlike some of his unfortunate predecessors. The young king’s instinct was turned towards consideration of his subjects, and one of his primary talents, which helped him find his feet and survive, was an ability to involve all classes of Scots in his leadership. Although he was accused after his death of being a romantic dreamer it has been argued that James IV’s early dealings with adversity in fact made him an able ruler, whereas his English counterpart, Henry VIII, had a cosseted upbringing which did not equip him with the characteristics for getting the best out of people.21


The moment when the fifteen year old king’s naivety ended can perhaps be pinpointed, if we are prepared to believe the testimony of Pitscottie. Shortly after the battle of Sauchieburn the victorious forces saw two warships belonging to the mariner Andrew Wood, the Flower and the Yellow Carval, anchored ominously in the Firth of Forth. Wood was staunchly loyal to James III and in the post-battle confusion some people thought that the king had escaped and found his way onto one of Wood’s vessels. The captain wisely refused to come ashore unless several hostages from the rebel forces remained on his ship while the meeting took place. After this was arranged, Captain Wood met the young prince and his lords at Leith. As soon as James set eyes on the seafarer he asked him plaintively if he was his father, whom he had not seen for a long time.


The story, if not actually invented by Pitscottie, reads like a piece of popular oral tradition passed down to his time. The young man’s pathetic question immediately affected Wood, who began to cry and said that he was not his father, but his father’s true servant and the enemy of those who cast him down. The embarrassed rebel nobles asked Wood if he knew the location of the king. But the captain said the king was not on one of his ships; if he had been he would be kept safe from all those who had apparently murdered him. He taunted his interrogators by boldly stating he hoped to see the day when all those traitors were hung and drawn for their crime.22


James IV’s rule commenced under shadows of remorse and dread. The young prince had allegedly only agreed to participate in the battle if it was agreed amongst the rebels that no-one would lay violent hands on the king.23 His reaction to his father’s death was one of immediate and long-lasting guilt, according to most chroniclers. The new king commissioned an iron chain or belt to be made, which he wore beneath his clothes as a stark physical reminder of his personal remorse.24 After the solemn internment of the slain monarch at Cambuskenneth Abbey, his successor went sadly to Stirling and passed his days reflectively in the Chapel Royal, listening to mourning prayers and lamenting his father. King James asked the dean of the chapel how he could placate his conscience. The dean carefully consoled the king, avoiding accusing him of patricide, mindful that it would be unwise to suggest that the fifteen year old had his own father’s blood on his hands. Following this, the king came up with the concept of the iron belt, though it may have originally been suggested by his confessor Patrick Ranwick (or Ranny).25


The very existence of this startling object which looms large in the legend of the king has been doubted by some writers.26 Despite the private pain it symbolised, the iron belt literally weighed down the king for life and it was a penance not kept hidden from his subjects. Several likenesses of the king show him wearing a chain of metal links about his middle.27 There are treasury accounts of the cost of weights purchased for the king’s belt, and on 26 January 1506-7 there is an entry in the accounts for worsted padding ‘for the Kingis iron belt’.28 It may have been worn outside of his clothes, at least on occasion, a symbol of repentance for all to see. The chain tethered the king down to the heavy responsibilities of religious observance, showing another side of his character than the pleasure-loving man of the world. The sincerity of his public show of faith and guilt, was also shown in the king’s constant progress to pilgrimage sites at Tain (a collegiate church founded by his father in 1487) and Whithorn. But in the case of his own private remorse for his father it is noteworthy that, while he began immediately to pay for masses for the soul of his mother, it was not until 1494 that he paid for similar masses for his father.29


The young king may not have been quite the intellectual equal of his father, but his keen intelligence inspired surprisingly wide interests, spurred on by restless curiosity. The Spanish envoy Dom Pedro de Ayala, Bishop of the Canaries, who visited Scotland in July 1496 on a mission to reconcile Scotland with England, left a famously glowing description of the young monarch. After a flattering physical account of the king, Dom Pedro gives a suspiciously long list of languages twenty-five-year-old James was fluent in: Latin, French, German, Flemish, Italian, Spanish and Gaelic. The king’s religious piety is recorded by Ayala in the conventional terms expected for a ruler, with his noted fondness for the Friars Observant. The new king pointedly visited the convent of the Observant Friars at Stirling during Holy Week each year.


After this the Spaniard offers an insight into the king’s character which acts as a sad marker to his future destiny:




He is courageous, even more so than a King should be. I am a good witness of it. I have seen him often undertake most dangerous things in the last wars. I sometimes clung to his skirts, and succeeded in keeping him back. On such occasions he does not take the least care of himself. He is not a good captain, because he begins to fight before he has given his orders. He said to me that his subjects serve him with their persons and goods, in just and unjust quarrels, exactly as he likes, and that, therefore, he does not think it right to begin any warlike undertaking without being himself the first in danger. His deeds are as good as his words. For this reason, and because he is a very humane prince, he is much loved.30





De Ayala was documenting his personal experiences of going into battle, when King James led his troops into Northumberland in support of the pretender Perkin Warbeck in 1496. The king’s future nemesis, the Earl of Surrey, raised an army and went north to confront the Scots and this claimant for the English throne. But full warfare and disaster were averted when the Scottish horde withdrew. Ayala notes that the king ‘loves war so much that I fear, judging by the provocation he receives, the peace will not last long’. Such impetuosity and disregard for his own safety on the battlefield was one of the primary reasons for his death at Flodden. There was no doubt that this king, when he stated that he wanted to lead a Christian army against the Infidel, intended that he would be with that army in the front rank.


Further insight into the king’s success was his willingness to consider the views of all his counsellors before taking important decisions, which explained his successful judgements, until he disregarded this source of advice on the eve of his last, fatal battle. The country’s stability was supported by the king’s readiness to dispense justice to rich and poor alike. But there was also a stark observation that the king thought he was the lord of the whole world. The Spaniard also did not shirk from describing the king’s fondness for the opposite sex, which indeed was no secret in Scotland or abroad. But he put much of the blame of those in the government who deliberately led the king into licentiousness when he was a minor to keep him under their control. This policy of appeasement through pleasure was repeated in the case of his son, King James V, who was controlled in this manner for much of his minority by the Douglas family.


But the claim by Dom Pedro that, after keeping one lady as a mistress in a castle and impregnating another, he had given up his lovemaking for the fear of God and public scandal, was wishful thinking. The lady in the castle (of Stirling) was Marion Drummond, the middle of a trio of royal mistresses whom James openly lived with before his union with Margaret, daughter of King Henry VII.31 The number of his illegitimate children actually outnumbered those born to him by his wife.32


One argument in favour of the accuracy of Dom Pedro’s eulogy is that it was meant for the private attention of his royal Spanish master and mistress. But when he wrote his description of James and Scotland on 25 July 1498 in London, a year after his visit, it was inevitably tainted by hindsight. The picture of Scotland and its king was so affirmative that the ambassador was told off by his royal Spanish masters for being gullible.33 Dom Pedro’s primary duty was to support Spanish foreign policy by persuading James that he should make peace with England. Queen Isabella and King Ferdinand admitted to their English ambassador De Puebla that they were stringing King James along with hints of a Spanish alliance, via marriage, yet they chided Dom Pedro when he was found to be promising the hand of an Infanta and not a lesser born bride for James.34 Yet Ayala could not resist the Scottish king’s charm and struck up a friendship with him. He was a type of character still recognisable today: someone who basked in the reflected aura of royalty, almost to the point of sycophancy. The two men were also bound together by their somewhat unfocused intelligence. Ayala was described by Polydore Vergil in terms similar to those used by Buchanan about the king: ‘not learned but very clever and exceedingly discreet’.35 His assessment of Henry VII is insightful and less flattering than his characterisation of James IV, focusing on Henry’s unpopularity, meanness with money and the undue influence his mother had over him.36 But his praise of James can also only be judged if seen in the light of similar communications from other diplomats about other rulers. The Venetian ambassador to England, Sebastian Giustinian, heaped acclaim on Henry VIII in a missive sent back to his homeland that recalls the Spaniard’s eulogy. In it, young Henry is lauded for his dazzling physical attributes, his skills in hunting and playing music, and his piety. Part of the role of men like Giustinian and Ayala was undoubtedly to lavish admiration almost indiscriminately upon royalty if discretion demanded.37


The picture of Scotland during the king’s reign shows an uncommon degree of domestic peace, if we can judge from the lack of recorded turbulence. There are few incidents of intrigue or internecine conflict among the fractious Scottish nobility during the period. Contemporary documents show a gregarious king, devoted to entertainment and accustomed to paying generously for it. Among more prosaic entries the Treasurer’s Accounts periodically refer to payments to fiddlers, minstrels, diverse musicians and story-tellers, which can give a false sense of familiarity with the king and a notion that he spent much of his time being passively receptive to frivolity. Yet the human detail in these sombre accounts leaps out at the reader. One reciter of tales in December 1496 was Wedderspoon the Foular, who brought his majesty wild birds as well as stories one evening and formed a double bill with ‘Watschod the tale tellare’ the next evening.38 Away from court, the king was open to his people and generous to many of those he encountered, giving money to the poor, infirm and others. And who could fail to be intrigued by the story behind an entry in the accounts (18 August 1491) which probably records a unique incident of unparalleled frivolity: ‘Item, til a wyfe at Baythcat bog, at the King revit a rong fra [wrestled a stick from], 18 shillings.’39


The question of whether the king consciously constructed his own legend is difficult to assess. The few folk tales and legends associated with his lifetime focus on his human characteristics. One of the best stories, as reported by Robert Lindsay of Pitscottie, gives an insight into public perception of the king several generations later. Pitscottie says that the king ordered a dumb woman and her two infants be confined to the island of Inchkeith in the Firth of Forth, providing them with all necessary food and clothing, but depriving them of communication with anyone who had the power of speech. The king wanted to know what language the children would speak naturally in the course of time. Some people reported that the children’s first words were in Hebrew, but the historian expressed his doubts.40


The story shows the intellectual curiosity of the king, and also has an undercurrent which gently mocks the misuse of power which his wrongheaded inquisitiveness led him into. Sadly – or thankfully – the story of the incarceration of the hapless family is probably untrue, albeit that Inchkeith had a strange and unhappy reputation. In 1497 it was suggested as a place of incarceration for those unfortunates who had contracted the first Scottish cases of ‘grandgore’, or syphilis, which had likely been imported by the motley foreign retainers of the pretender Perkin Warbeck.41


The legend of first language acquisition is also told about many other intelligent rulers, including King Frederick II of Sweden and the Mogul emperor Akbar. The earliest mention of it was probably recorded by Herodotus in the 5th century B.C. His version states that the pharaoh Psammetichus wished to disprove Phrygian claims that they had the oldest language and culture, so he had a herdsman raise two poor children in seclusion in the wilderness. That experiment proved his certainty of Egyptian primacy, since the first word the children uttered was bekos, Egyptian for bread.42


True or not, the story accords with his famed curiosity. It is arguable whether the king’s more esoteric activities contributed towards his later reputation. His interest in alchemy appears misguided to modern thinking, but in the context of the era it was an acceptable activity among rulers. James IV also had an active curiosity about medicine; state records show him at various times practising dentistry, drawing blood, treating wounds and setting broken bones. When James himself operated, he compassionately paid the patients rather than demanding a fee, and his victims included his own barber, who got 13 shillings for allowing the king to yank out his rotten tooth.43 Pitscottie recorded the king’s fame as a surgeon, saying that others of that profession would travel to consult him on medical matters, which may be more due to their flattery than his expertise.44 Buchanan says he shared his medical skills with his royal predecessors and many of the nobility, who found that such skill was necessary on the field of battle.45 The Treasurer’s Accounts record various payments made to patients of the royal medical hobby, and also payments for tooth pulling instruments bought for the king.46


At the royal court there were various ‘experts’ who encouraged their master in his more exotic interests, such as Fullertone, who professed to make precious stones, and Dr Ogilvy who tried to find the elusive secrets of alchemy.47 The king’s chief accomplice in alchemical research was one John Damian (de Falcusis), first recorded as a physician in the royal household in 1501 or 1502.48 The state records call him the ‘French leech’, but other sources state he was either Flemish or an Italian from Lombardy. The king had furnaces set up in Edinburgh and in Stirling for the difficult task of transmuting base material into gold, with the latter furnace being tended by a servant named Caldwell.49 It would be presumptuous to guess what his exact motives were for spending so much time and money over this unrewarding process. The record of expenses for alchemical purposes continues for year after year. But a fascination with the technical aspects of alchemy came perhaps from the same source that gave him an abiding obsession with the technology involved in building cannons, great warships, or the scientific principles of warfare. Also, the pot of gold promised at the end of the process was a glittering temptation for a ruler who spent well beyond his means throughout his reign.


Alchemy, as a magical art or philosophical pursuit, was not simply concerned with changing worthless material into something materially valuable. The transmutation had a parallel process of change within the practitioner himself, leading to a deep, occult knowledge, the possession of the Philosopher’s Stone and the Elixir of Life, the quinta essentia. Whether King James IV was mostly interested in these recondite aspects of alchemy is uncertain, but he did consult written authorities on the art of alchemy. He wrote a letter in 1508 to James Inglis, who had been keeping rare books on alchemy on his behalf, and said he was sending James Merchenistoun to collect them for him.50 The recognition of these esoteric beliefs certainly would have aroused enmity among some quarters in Scotland. The most formidable poet at court, William Dunbar, regarded John Damian as a scurrilous creature. Partly this was due to Damian’s appointment to the abbacy of Tungland (now Tongland) in Kircudbrightshire, which Dunbar as a cleric would rightly condemn, especially as Damian declined to perform the religious duties associated with the benefice. Also, Damian was a court rival for honour and esteem and the king’s hard cash. Mostly, though, Dunbar saw an open goal and put the boot in, since here was someone so absurd that it would be a sin not to ridicule him.


The poet wrote two poems satirising John Damian: A Ballat of the Abbot of Tungland (otherwise called Ane Ballat of the Fenʒeit Freir of Tungland), and Lucina shyning in silence of the nycht (also known as The Ballad of the Antichrist).51 The first poem paints its subject as coming from the East, killing a monk in Lombardy and fleeing with his habit to France. It then mocks the abbot for his ludicrous attempt in September 1507 to fly from the battlements of Stirling Castle, using a pair of feathered wings he had constructed. His flying lesson resulted in him plunging ignominiously down into a heap of dung, which the sceptical observers may have thought the ideal place for him. Dunbar’s poem, and the incident as reported, have a tragicomic basis, but underlying it is the warning, like the tale’s template, the story of Icarus, that some knowledge is beyond the reach of man and should not be reached for. Whatever Damian’s true intentions, and there seems little doubt that the story had been reconstructed or severely embellished by his enemies, there could be serious, symbolic alchemical intention in his attempt to mimic the secret of flight.52


John Lesley relates a version of this incident, apparently sourced from oral tradition; people in his time were still laughing about it.53 According to Lesley – another disapproving churchman – the alchemical boasts of Damian hoodwinked the king and his only true skill was in milking purses. Certain payments which he borrowed from the royal treasury were never repaid and were written off as bad debts.54 In Lesley’s version of the story Damian saw that his popularity was on the wane so he resorted to the drastic boast that he arrive in France before the two Scottish envoys who left the country by sea on 27 September 1507. To accomplish this journey he adopted a pair of wings and tried to soar from the ramparts of Stirling Castle. But instead of flying he plummeted to the ground and broke his thigh bone. He was reported to have blamed his failure on the fact that he included hens’ feathers in his wings, obviously birds which cannot fly.55


It is unlikely that King James would have fostered an interest in alchemy if he truly believed it ran counter to his orthodox Catholicism. Perhaps the most revealing thing about the king’s association with Damian is that he continued to support him even after he became a public laughing stock and the efficacy of alchemical efforts proved illusory. Damian was paid a considerable sum again in 1513, this time to go to the mine at Crawford Moor, where gold had been discovered.56 His purpose in this exercise, and his subsequent history, are obscure. But the trust the king placed in this dubious individual raises the question about how credulous he was, especially as he sponsored various charlatans and frauds in his court. The major figure who falls into this category is Perkin Warbeck, who passed himself off as the Duke of York, son of King Edward IV of England, one of the Princes in the Tower who in all likelihood died unnaturally during the reign of their uncle King Richard III. By the time that Perkin came to Scotland in November 1495 he was already a highly polished fraudster with the whole weight of the powerful Yorkist faction behind his ambitions. He had also impressed a string of European rulers who acknowledged his royal blood. Whether James believed him, half-believed him, or allowed himself to be fooled by a dreamy fairy tale is unknown. True, James paired Perkin off with the well-bred Catherine Gordon, daughter of the Earl of Huntly, but this may have been the act of a shrewd politician seeking to bolster his young and useful protégé. He used Warbeck as a pretext for his invasion of England, where the pretender proved himself to be lamentably un-martial. When the young man expressed weak dismay about the depredation the Scots were perpetrating on ‘his’ people, King James replied by stating that it seemed to him that Perkin was ‘meddling in other people’s business and not his own … Thereafter, as time went on, he paid less and less attention to him.’57 James IV soon realised which way the wind blew with regard to this would-be ruler. The Scots had few qualms about saying goodbye to Perkin Warbeck as he continued his desultory quest for a throne in 1497. The ship in which he was despatched to Ireland was called the Cuckoo, and perhaps the king chose the vessel for the aptness of its name and suitability for its passenger.58


The poet William Dunbar described the exotic mix of legitimate and esoteric professions vying for attention at the court of James IV, in his ‘Remonstrance to the King’, which opens with the outwardly dazzling array of those found at court:




Kirkmen, courtmen, and craftismen fyne;


Doctouris in jure, and medicyne;


Divinouris, rethoris, and philosophouris,


Astrologis, artistis, and oratouris …59





But the picture of energetic diversity soon changes into contempt for those dubious characters, domestic and foreign, who compete for royal benefice:




Fenyeouris, fleichouris, and flatteraris;


Cryaris, craikaris, and clatteraris;


Soukaris, gronkaris, gledaris, gunnaris …60





And so on, until over fifty classes of hanger-on are detailed, by no means not all of which were legitimate professions. Dunbar’s attitude is affected by his need to stand out among these over-coloured competitors and by his opinion that jostling with these parasitic court appendages were beneath his dignity, both as a makar – a man of letters – and as a probable descendant of the aristocratic family of Dunbar. The king, for all his artistic sensibilities, mysteriously never made the best poet of his age a personal favourite; perhaps because Dunbar found a more willing patron in Queen Margaret. Eventually Dunbar’s harping neediness wore down the reservations of the king and he succeeded in obtaining better financial support, but not to the extent he felt he deserved.


Dunbar and other sources show James IV striving to uphold the public face of kingship through extravagance. He also ensured that his reputation was enhanced, at home and abroad, through the staging of magnificent tournaments – a programme of public extravagance which Henry VIII later emulated.61 For some of his tournaments the king sent his heralds and messengers into foreign countries to invite brave knights to come and test their skills at spectacular public events. One of the reasons for these lavish events, one suspects, was a desire by the king to expend his apparently boundless reserves of energy in public display. The tournaments seem excessive to modern eyes. King James was prone to meeting all comers in single combat, fighting as an anonymous knight, perhaps to ensure that his opponents did not flatter him with false restraint. In a tournament in Edinburgh the king decided to perform as the Wild Knight, a legendary hero of King Arthur’s court brought up in the woods, whose ferociousness and courtliness expressed an image cultivated by the king.62 This figure appeared in Edinburgh in a tournament honouring the Black Lady, one of nine Moorish women captured by Scottish sailors from a Portuguese vessel in 1504. At this event, in 1507, the lady herself rode in a triumphal chariot and the competitors fought for a prize she was to give.63 The tournament was so successful that another similar event was held the following year, when the captured foreign lady was decked out in splendid clothes and spectators were amazed by a whole troop of Wild Men wearing goat skins and stag horns and arriving on dragons.64 It was probably after witnessing these events that William Dunbar penned a none too subtle tribute to the lady titled Of Ane Black-Moir, replete with sexual imagery revelling in the lady’s exotic physical appearance.65


Attempting to find the man in the sometimes bizarre legends recorded about his reign is asking to be led astray. There are few incidents during his time which point to the looming tragedy of Flodden, even if it later seemed that the catastrophe was inevitable. Despite his restlessness, James kept his house in order to the extent that he eliminated the ancient threat from the over mighty Lords of the Isles in the Highlands, attempted to pacify the lawless borders and generally kept his nobility at peace. On the wider stage, his personal prestige and usually canny diplomacy gave Scotland a higher profile in European than it merited. His marriage to King Henry VII’s daughter Margaret in 1502 ran counter to the ancient alliance with France and prefigured disaster. But the marriage also ultimately led to the union of crowns and the creation of the British state.


While this treaty of marriage was being negotiated a ‘monster of a new and strange shape was born in Scotland, near the city of Glasgow’. Two co-joined infants came to life at a time when the ancient national enemies were striving to deal with the difficulties of finally contemplating a political union. The male twins, who were joined at the waist, were lucky enough to be sponsored by the compassionate and curious king, who ensured they were taught the arts of playing music. They also mirrored the monarch’s alleged polyglotism, speaking seven languages. In the spirit of the time there may have been some who likened this unheard of physical union with the inevitable marriage of Scotland and England, especially given their contrary but complimentary natures: ‘They had differing passions, and diverse wills, often chiding others for disorder in their behaviour and actions: after much deliberation, embracing that unto which they both contented.’66 Yet the twins actually existed, and were not merely symbols of an impending national partnership. They lived to the age of twenty-eight, when one of them died before the other.67


In reality there were few wonders which showed the strange avenue of fate which was waiting for the king. His ultimate failure came because he could not work out how to reconcile the traditional Franco-Scots alliance with the new peace agreement made with his father-in-law, Henry VII. The ‘Treaty of Perpetual Peace’ in 1502, was associated with his marriage to Princess Margaret Tudor.68 The alliance with France was ratified again in the spring of 1513, almost a death warrant for this monarch.69 The reported panic among some contemporary Englishmen that the kingdom would be inherited by Scots was cannily countered by Henry VII. The English king wisely pointed out that if, God forbid, his own line should fail and England was ruled by a royal Stewart, Scotland and her rulers would be subsumed into England, rather than the other way about. He cited the example of Normandy inheriting the English crown. The story, recorded by John Lesley later in the 16th century, sits in the category of anecdotes which should be true even if they did not actually happen.70


James IV’s reign initiated the turning point between medieval credulity and modern scepticism. An anachronistic appreciation of his sovereignty as a golden era before a long decline underpins some of the positive pictures of his character and achievement. This longing for a perfect past is similar to the backward looking chronicler who later idealised the reign of King Alexander III (1249-1286) as an age of abundance in ‘ale and brede’,71 shortly before the country was exploded by the Wars of Independence. But contemporary sources did not especially regard his reign as golden.72 Even as late as the age of James IV the figure of the king was intimately linked to the wellbeing of the land in a primal sense. This is seen in the concept of the success of the reign bringing about fertile abundance in the land, something attributed in a praise poem associated with Macbeth.73 James IV’s early reign seemed equally blessed by providence. The flowering of arts, the peacefulness of the kingdom, extinction of internal dissent and war, all seemed to be products of the king’s charismatic rule. But even when his luck turned, the king’s charisma remained. Some vestige of this characteristic lingered long in the legends which proliferated around him following his death. The relationship between those legends and the events in the kingdom after his death are one fascinating aspect of his legacy.
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