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quotes






 
 "Wine is strong,
  The King is stronger,
  
  Women are strongest,
  
  But Truth conquers all."

 -inscription on a lintel
  
  in Rosslyn Chapel, Scotland



"Truth long lies hid but time's
  
  long delayed opportunity at length 
  
  comes to light--the things that have
  
  long been concealed.  Truth is the
  
  daughter of time." 

 Latin inscription carved on a
  
mantelpiece in Ruthven Castle, Scotland



“That individuals have so soared above the plane of their race, is 
  scarcely to be questioned; but, in looking back through history for 
  
  traces of their existence, we should pass over all biographies of ‘the 
  
  good and the great,’ while we search carefully the slight records of 
  
  wretches who died in prison, in Bedlam, or upon the gallows.”

-Edgar Allan Poe



 "History is bunk"

-Henry Ford
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On August 5, 1600, His Royal Majesty King James VI of Scotland (otherwise known, in the memorable words of England‘s Queen Elizabeth, as "that false Scotch urchin,")1 embarked on a hunting trip in the park of Falkland.  On this particular day, although his companions may have not known it, he was hunting more than game.  He was setting out to capture something he had been searching for as long as he could remember.  Something he desired to find so desperately it seemed as though his life depended on possessing it...and perhaps it very well did.

As James later told the story, he was lured to Gowrie House by Alexander Ruthven, younger brother of the twenty-four year old Earl of Gowrie.  The Ruthvens’ father had been executed for treason sixteen years earlier, and James claimed the brothers had concocted a ruse to entrap and imprison him in a remote turret room which he shared with another unlikely prisoner, a man concealed in armor.  The Ruthven brothers conspired to avenge their father’s death by killing James.  Or so he said.

The Duke of Lennox, a member of James’ entourage, later testified he saw James frantically leaning out a turret window yelling, “I am murdered!  Treason!  My lord Mar, help! help!”2 When Lennox, and others in the party, reached the prison chamber, it was not James who was murdered; instead, both Ruthven brothers lay dead.  The armored man quickly disappeared and was therefore unable to provide eyewitness testimony.  James recounted a conversation with one of his captors, Alexander Ruthven:  “Mr. Alexander,” he said, “ye and I were very great together; and as touching your father’s death, man, I was but a minor.  My Council might have done anything they pleased.  And farther, man, albeit ye bereave me of my life, ye will not be King of Scotland; for I have both sons and daughters; and there are men in this town and friends that will not leave it unrevenged.”3

John Ramsay, one of James’ companions, later claimed he saw the King and Ruthven fighting, with an unknown man in armor standing to one side.  Ramsay came to his monarch’s defense by stabbing Ruthven, and helping James throw the young man down the stairs.  Hugh Herries and Thomas Erskine, two more of the King’s friends, finished the unfortunate Alexander off.

Lord Gowrie wandered around in utter bewilderment, wailing, “What is the matter, I ken [know] nothing.  Oh my God what can all this mean?  What is wrong?  I go to defend the King.”4 In a state of horror and confusion, he ran up the stairs to the turret room.  There he was met by his brother’s murderers, who promptly killed him as well.

Meanwhile, the local citizenry were becoming more and more alarmed.  Fearing harm had come to their hereditary masters, the Ruthvens, a crowd of townspeople angrily surround
  ed Gowrie House, demanding to know what was happening.  Instinctively feeling that whatever dirty business was afoot, their King was inevitably the culprit, they insisted that he show himself to them.

In their fury, some recalled the persistent stories alleging that Lord Darnley, the second husband of James' mother, Mary Queen of Scots, did not father James--that his sire was Mary's Italian secretary, David Rizzio.  "Come down, thou son of Seigneur Davie!" voices from the crowd shouted.  "Thou hast slain an honester man than thyself!"5

Sensing that the crowd was not with him, James wisely opted to sneak out a back entrance, making his exit by boat via a river that ran behind the house.

However, he left a number of his men behind with orders to search the castle from top to bottom.  What he was looking for was never fully specified.




With his departure, the curtain descended on the strange and bloody happenings known to history as the Gowrie Conspiracy.  Everything in the story told above comes from either James or his two main cohorts, Lennox and Ramsay, who were universally suspected of merely parroting a tale taught by their master the King.  No matter.  This was James' story of how the two Ruthvens wound up dead, patently bizarre and illogical though it may have been, and he was sticking to it.  It can be assumed that it was the only explanation he could think of that incorporated a number of disparate facts known to too many people to be covered up altogether.

The King soon realized that he was facing disconcerting skepticism about the account he gave detailing his providential escape from traitorous assassins.  He responded by attempting to force his subjects to show a loyal (and unquestioning) gratitude for their monarch's survival.  Upon returning to Edinburgh, he ordered his ministers to perform sermons giving thanks for his deliverance.  Unfortunately, most of the men of God flatly refused to participate in the planned national rejoicing.  They, along with all of Scotland, instead persisted in asking uncomfortable questions, most of them focused on their doubts about James' veracity, despite the King's increasingly peevish pleas for a bit more faith in the Royal word.

The strange affair at Gowrie House was quickly followed by an equally inexplicable, on the face of it, persecution of the entire Ruthven clan.  James, swearing that he would kill every male member of the family, chased into England the Ruthvens' two young brothers, Patrick and William, where the justifiably terrified boys went into hiding.  When James became King of England three years later, his first act was to seize Patrick Ruthven and without formal charges or a trial, throw him into the Tower of London, where he was left to rot for nearly twenty years.  The youngest boy, William, was more fortunate.  He managed to flee abroad, where he changed his name and managed to live out his life in nervous obscurity.

Not content with this, after seizing the family's vast wealth, James literally outlawed the use of the very name of Ruthven, an ordinance that was not revoked until many years after his death.

We know there was murder done that summer day in 1600.  What continues to be debated is why it happened.  If this was indeed some obscure plot of the Ruthvens against the King, to avenge the long-ago execution of their father, nothing except familial insanity could provide an explanation for their methods.

The most obvious explanation is that the Gowrie Conspiracy was an elaborate trap that James himself set for the Ruthvens--a lethal playlet with James himself as author, producer, stage manager, and male lead.  The question remains:  why?

Some have pointed out that the Earl of Gowrie had recently led the successful opposition to a tax meant to fund James' negotiations to obtain the English succession.  (Reportedly, Gowrie himself felt he had a claim to the English crown.)  While James was no doubt unhappy with Gowrie's disobedience, that seems inadequate motivation to kill Gowrie and destroy his entire family.  Other stories suggest a revenge motive straight from a paperback romance novel--that Alexander Ruthven may have been the lover of James' wife, Anne of Denmark.   Not only is there no particle of evidence for such an allegation, but once Anne had fulfilled her duty as Queen--namely, by giving James an heir--he promptly lost all interest in her and her activities.  In any case, the notion of James "defending his honor" is ridiculous, since he rarely showed signs of having any to defend.

Still other attempts to explain the downfall of the Ruthvens involve the reputation that the clan had long enjoyed for being deeply involved in sorcery.  It was even said that the grandfather had employed a "necromantical jewel" in an effort to gain a mystical influence over Queen Mary. 

It is at least interesting, and perhaps important, that James owed Gowrie some 80,000 pounds.  The Earl's father, at the time of his execution, had been Scotland's Treasurer.  As the government was then in an even more chaotic and financially-strapped condition than was usual for the Scots, the Treasurer was compelled to meet the most basic State expenses out of his own pocket.  Did James simply take a bloody way out of repaying this debt?  Or did he act to avoid what he feared the Ruthvens might do to compel him to discharge the money?  Precisely what sort of "settling of accounts" did he fear?

Despite four hundred years of trying, no one has been able to find a universally satisfactory explanation, not only of the events at Gowrie House, but of James' seemingly inexplicable, unnecessary, and extremely unpopular savagery against all who bore the name of Ruthven.  The prevailing attitude among historians seems to be summed up in the words of an elderly Scottish woman, who once exclaimed, "It is a great comfort to think that at the Day of Judgment we shall know the whole truth about the Gowrie Conspiracy at last!"6 

What reason would James have to put himself to the enormous, risky effort involved in orchestrating an elaborate scheme to go to Gowrie House, kill the two heads of the Ruthven family, and afterwards conduct a policy of seemingly senseless extermination of the entire clan?  What was James really hoping to accomplish, and why were the Ruthvens so important to him?  What did they know about him, and what evidence was hidden in Gowrie House?  What exactly was the Scottish king and future king of England, hunting that bloody day in August?
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By the close of the year 1560, eighteen-year-old Mary Stewart was in deep trouble--a state that was to become increasingly habitual throughout her life.  Her husband of a year and a half, Francis II, King of France in name if not in actuality, was now dead.  A slow-witted, sickly, sulky, physically deformed boy nearly two years younger than his bride, he was mourned by no one except the young wife suddenly left in the lurch by his passing.

Mary's position in life had been perilous literally from the day she was born.  Technically Queen Regnant of Scotland from the time of the sudden death (possibly by poison) of her father James V, when she was less than a week old, she spent her first five years of life more as a fugitive than a monarch.  She and her French-born mother, Mary of Guise, were always only one step ahead of the various factions that were in pursuit of them, all eager to take control of the child Queen.

The English king, Henry VIII, wanted to seize Mary, by force if necessary, believing that this lone girl represented his best shot at finally taking complete control over the hated Scots.  His claim was that he wished to wed Mary to his young son, Edward, but the crafty Henry may have been harboring more sinister intentions.  He had bribed many Scottish nobles into secretly agreeing that if Mary should die before reaching her majority, her Scottish crown would go to him.  This strongly suggested that Henry indeed wished Mary to come to London, but not for a wedding.  Rather, the Tudor was anxious for her to attend a funeral...her own. 

The large and powerful Hamilton clan wanted control of her.  The head of the family considered himself heir to the Scottish throne.  Should Mary die childless, the Hamiltons would reign.  Since Mary of Guise was all too familiar with premature royal deaths, she wisely discouraged matrimonial alliances between her daughter and the Hamiltons.

The depressingly large number of Scottish traitors wanted control of Mary.  Their job, as they saw it, was to place the girl into the hands of 
  their hereditary enemies turned paymasters, the English. 

Mary's fellow Catholics wanted control of her, seeing her as their main figurehead.

The Protestants wanted control of her, seeing her as their main enemy.

And Mary had only her mother--a young widow with no family and few trustworthy friends in Scotland, who was herself in a dangerously vulnerable position, thanks to her unpopular religion, her foreign nationality, and her gender--standing between her and the whole howling mob.

In 1544, when Mary was two, Henry's inability to gain custody of her caused him to lose all patience.  In one of his frequent moods of sheer vicious vindictiveness, he sent a massive army over the Border, with specific instructions to make life as hellish for his despised neighbors as possible. 

Henry did a remarkable job of punishing the Scots for their defiance.  "Put all to fire and the sword,"1 he ordered, and his troops, led by the Earl of Hertford, did precisely that.  Following what would be known today as a "scorched earth" policy, the English army, in a series of attacks that lasted four years, left a merciless trail of burning, looting, and wholesale murder as far north as Edinburgh.

This "rough wooing," as it was mordantly dubbed by the Scots, may have been unsuccessful from Henry's point of view, but it had the effect of turning Mary of Guise and her daughter, the child-Queen, into near-fugitives in their own kingdom, forced to live well-guarded and ever on the alert. 

Finally, after Scotland's loss to the English in the battle of Pinkie Cleugh in 1547, Mary of Guise came to the painful conclusion that she could no longer guarantee her beloved daughter's safety anywhere in Britain, particularly now that she and the French court had come to an agreement that Mary would eventually marry Francis, the eldest son of King Henri II and Catherine de Medici--a decision she knew would infuriate England.   The Queen Mother resolved to send Mary to her new life in France as soon as possible. 

The constant dangers and uncertainties mother and daughter had shared since Mary's birth created an unusually strong bond between them.  Parting would be a deeply painful loss for them both.  However, Mary of Guise was a hard-headed realist, and she clearly saw that for the five-year-old girl's own sake, it was time to send her away.  She herself would seek to act as Regent in Mary’s absence--a post she finally wrested from the grasp of the Hamiltons in 1554--while she tried to hold her daughter's shaky throne together as best she could.

Mary would see her mother only one more time in her life, when Mary of Guise paid a diplomatic visit to the French court three years later, but she never forgot her.  Her mother would have a deep effect on her emotions unrivalled by anyone in her life, other than her third husband, James Hepburn, the notorious Earl of Bothwell.  With both her mother and Bothwell, Mary experienced a sense of comfort and safety, as well as a feeling of being genuinely cared for as a person, rather than a royal entity.  This was to prove elusive in all other stages of her life.

Mary's arrival in France in 1548 was greeted with a sincere enthusiasm that grew all the more ardent as people became familiar with her.  The French had been prepared to give her a warm welcome--Mary of Guise's battles to maintain a French, as opposed to English, interest in Scotland had made her something of a heroine in her homeland, and the French were also romantically enchanted by the image of themselves as rescuers of the beleaguered child-Queen from the clutches of the hated English. 

Mary herself soon proved entirely capable of winning hearts on her own merits.  Her future father-in-law, Henri II, immediately pronounced her "the most perfect child I have ever seen,"2 and it is remarkable how, even making generous allowances for the elaborate diplomatic flattery of the age, all were unstinting in their agreement that the lively little Scots Queen, with her red-gold hair, delicate, aristocratic features, and pearl-like complexion, was a most unusual and appealing child, who, in the words of Catherine de Medici, "has only to smile to turn all heads."3

From her earliest years, Mary showed a striking ability to adjust to whatever people and situations she happened to encounter, a result, possibly, of the fact that her entire life until then had been one of constant change of scene and general uncertainty about what the future would bring.  She was undoubtedly happy for the opportunity to "settle down" at last in her new home at the French court--a home that she, as well as everyone else, expected would shelter her for the rest of her life.  As much as she missed the warmth and support of her mother, (with whom she corresponded constantly,) she blossomed in her newfound security. 

All accounts of her at this time comment on the beauty and charm of manner she already displayed, but what they appear to have been most impressed with was her quick wit and mature intelligence.  "You have the best and prettiest little Queen in the world," her aunt by marriage, Anne d'Este, wrote to Mary of Guise, "her talk and courage are so discreet that we no longer think of or treat her as a child."4 Her close bond with her shrewd and strong-willed mother had helped give her an adult's perspective of the world.  Mary was a Queen practically from the moment of her birth, and she was, even as a child, aware of that fact above all other considerations.  Both training and inclination had given her a strong sense of duty, as well as a desperate eagerness to please her elders and live up to their high expectations for her. 

Even at the age of five, Mary lived in the world of grown-ups.  She was a ruler, a political operative, and, once her marriage to the Dauphin took place, she was expected to be the mother of future French kings, and she was never allowed to forget it.  Certainly she was, even then, hardly the naive, politically ignorant "doll Queen" that her self-described "advocates" wish us to believe she was.  By the time she was nine years old, Mary was engaged in sophisticated and secretive dealings, as this strange and rather sad letter to her mother shows:

"Madame--I have received the letters which you have been pleased to write to me by Aztus Asquin, by which I have learnt the pleasure you have felt that I have kept secret the things which it pleased you to send me.  I can assure you, madame, that nothing that comes from you shall be known by me...I humbly beg you to believe that I shall not fail to obey you in everything in which you are pleased to command me, and to think that the chief wish I have in the world is to be obedient and agreeable to you, doing you every possible service as I am bound.  I have seen, by your letters, that you beg me to approve the marriage-gift of the late M. Asquin to his son, who is here.  I humbly entreat you never to give me anything but your commands, as to your very humble and very obedient daughter and servant, for otherwise I shall not think I have the happiness of being in your good graces.  As for my master, I will do as you have told me.  I have shown the letters you have been pleased to write to me to my uncle, Monsieur de Guise, thinking that you would wish it, though, after the directions you have given me, I should not have shown them but that I was afraid I could not arrange things without his help.  I write two other letters with my own hand; the one concerning Mde. de Paroy, and the other for my master, that you may be able to show that of my said master without this, so that they may not think that you have told me anything about it...I should have written to you in cypher, but my secretary has told me that it was not necessary, and that he was writing to you in cypher.  I write also to my bastard brother, according to the advice of my uncle, M. de Guise.  The said letters are open, in order that you may deliver them if you approve of them."5

There is a tendency among nearly all of Mary's biographers to overly romanticize Mary's years in France.  It is generally depicted as a dreamily idyllic period of her life where she lived surrounded by beauty, lived only for pleasure, and had no cares or worries to her name.  Certainly, compared to what her life was later to become, her French years were contented and free of serious incident.  However, pampered, flattered, and admired though she was, one senses that, even then, her happiness was somewhat exaggerated.  As with the rest of her life, insufficient examination has been given to Mary's political, as opposed to her personal, beliefs as a driving force in her actions.  Even as a girl, Mary had too strong a sense of responsibility to the destiny she had been told she was born to fulfill, and was too painfully conscious of her dual role of politician and politician's pawn, to ever feel truly carefree about life.

 This attitude was largely thanks to her Guise relatives, particularly her uncle, the 
  Cardinal of Lorraine.  He saw Mary as the family's chief political tool, and groomed the 
  
  quick-to-learn and well-meaning girl accordingly.  From the beginning, there was among 
  
  her family (her mother excepted) a complete lack of interest and concern for Mary as a
  
  person.  While they all seem to have been genuinely fond of her, their appreciation for her 
  
  beauty, intelligence, and charisma was not out of sheer pleasure in those qualities, but 
  
  because they made her all the more valuable and useful a possession. 

It is not clear just how fully Mary understood the purely self-serving nature of her 
  
  family's affection for her.  Mary always showed a blind, unquestioning, stubborn devotion 
  
  to those people she cared for, and once she went from being a family political asset to a 
  
  family political headache, she seemed to show a genuine, bewildered shock at the Guises' 
  
  easy ability to ignore, or even thwart, her best interests when it seemed most profitable for 
  
  them to do so.  Even if she did fully understand it, it would have made little difference in 
  
  her actions.  She knew the role in life she had been assigned, and she carried out the 
  
  performance to the best of her often considerable ability, unnatural as it was to her. 

A good part of Mary’s fascination lay in her dichotomous personality; the peculiar     
  
  blend of personal warmth and cold political opportunism that she was always to display.  
  
  She was a unique figure in the dismal world of sixteenth-century power politics.  She was
  
  not an emotionless schemer like Catherine de Medici or William Cecil; still less was she
  
  the naive, helpless innocent of many of her biographers’ fantasies, with the result that, 
  
  even more so than her contemporaries, she has left many historians perplexed.

Only Mary truly knew herself and what her world was--which made her ultimate
  
  inability to live in it all the more tragic.

What she saw as the burden of queenship--a burden ordained by God and therefore not to be second-guessed or regretted, but a burden nonetheless--extended even to her wardrobe.  As far as her own pleasures and interests were concerned, she seemed to care little for what she wore and how she looked.  (Her lack of vanity, which set her apart from many of her contemporaries, was one of the many stereotypically "masculine" traits this seemingly ultra-feminine woman was to show.) 

However, she was deeply conscious of the need to keep up the appropriately "queenly" appearance that her position frequently demanded, no matter how tiresome she found it.  When she was as young as eleven, this rather joyless appreciation of her high position was already a fixed part of her character.  What her governess, Madame de Paroy, obviously viewed as Mary’s troublesome extravagance--wishing to wear cloth-of-gold at important court functions, insisting on following the current fashion of having dresses embroidered with her royal cypher--was seen by the girl herself as no sign of self-indulgence.  Rather, she was only concerned with upholding the dignity of her position.  All of her training had impressed upon her that she, a Queen, could not put on a poorer public display than the Valois princesses!  The child-monarch made it clear that she was not showing personal vanity, but merely a concern for presenting an appropriate appearance.  (De Paroy does appear to have had a remarkably irritating personality--when she wasn't moaning because she did not have enough money, there was sniping that Mary did not give the governess her outworn clothing, choosing instead to distribute it to others.)

As Mary grew older, and her early traits of strong character and independence of personality increased (de Paroy noted dryly that the child had no difficulty giving people orders,) the power struggles between her and the unsympathetic governess reached the point where Mary believed de Paroy was deliberately trying to create bad relations between herself, her grandmother, and Queen Catherine.  What truly disturbed the girl, however, was the fear that de Paroy might be able to turn her mother against her.  Mary, understandably horrified at the thought that the person she most revered in the world might be persuaded to think less of her, sent her absent parent many heartsick letters on the subject, desperate for maternal sympathy, and determined to defend herself against what she obviously saw as de Paroy's malicious machinations.  "I grieved," Mary wrote her mother, "at hearing through these false reports so many disputes and so much harm said of me."6 Fortunately, she was not the only person at court de Paroy had managed to alienate, and Mary--for once in her life--won.  Citing ill health, the troublemaking Madame was eventually forced into retirement.

This rather sad little episode, minor though it may seem, was illustrative of Mary's feelings regarding not only queenship, but of her absent mother.  All her letters to Mary of Guise abound with a deep concern about her motives being misunderstood, a desperate longing to demonstrate her devotion, and a sometimes nearly frantic need for reassurance that she was loved.  Interestingly, this emotionally submissive, even needy attitude--so atypical of this seemingly bold, confident, and imperious woman, who usually dominated in all her relationships--surfaces only one other time; in the significant but mysterious "Casket Letters" written by her to Bothwell.
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As Mary grew older, the Guises became increasingly eager to carry out her intended marriage with the Dauphin.  Mary was their tool for getting the throne of France securely in their grasp, and as far as they were concerned, the sooner it happened, the better. 

The match, which finally took place in 1558, when Mary was fifteen, and her groom barely fourteen, was, on the whole, a popular one, as unabashed power-plays go.  King Henri had become increasingly attached to Mary over the years, and he was sincerely pleased to have her in the family.  Also, Henri--no great mastermind himself--saw the sparkling, intelligent, outgoing girl as being the perfect counterbalance to his oafish son and heir.

Henri's Queen, Catherine de Medici, was a rather different case.  She was soon to demonstrate her own strong desire to control the French throne, and a correspondingly strong antipathy towards her great rivals, the Guises, in general and Mary in particular.  For the moment, however, she knew herself to be unable to act on these feelings, and was resigned to biding her time.  If her relationship with Mary at this period was not precisely chummy, it was carefully cordial and scrupulously correct on both sides.

Francis' emotions about the wedding were childishly simple.  He had always worshipped Mary with the uncomplicated devotion a puppy feels for a benevolent master.  Sickly, sullen, slow, and as universally looked-down-upon and ignored as any future King can be, Francis needed Mary desperately.  She was, from the moment they were first thrown together, a combination confidante, playmate, tutor, guardian, and mother.  He was doubtlessly thanking God he was being allowed to marry her, rather than some frightening stranger. 

Mary's true feelings towards the marriage are considerably more complicated to assess.  She undoubtedly had a certain fondness for Francis (throughout her life, she had a great love for babies, animals, and all other small, helpless creatures.  Certainly, Francis fit in that category.)  She was probably as relieved as her fiancé not to be following the usual royal fate of marrying someone who was completely unfamiliar.  She was eager to fulfill her family's wishes, and, not being without ambition herself, it cannot be believed that she found the idea of becoming Queen of her beloved France unpleasant.

As for whatever personal misgivings she may have had about giving herself to an unattractive and decidedly backward boy, she kept them strictly to herself.  Mary's personal happiness was not a consideration of her elders, and one cannot overstress the fact that she would have been as surprised as anyone if it had been.  She could expect to find in her marriage, if not romantic love or physical passion, the loyal devotion of an utterly subservient husband, and all the power, status, and security any intelligent and worldly girl could want.  And, once she and Francis had children, her job in life would be complete.

To Mary's contemporaries, any childless marriage was a tragedy.  For royalty, it was a crisis of state.  Children were a necessity, to cement marriage alliances, provide bargaining chips for future such alliances, discourage potential rivals to the throne, and ensure that one's country was spared the civil wars resulting from disputed successions. 

It was seen as imperative that a monarch have heirs, for the sake of both personal and national security.  King Richard II of England likely could not have been overthrown by his cousin, Henry Bolingbroke (later Henry IV) if he had had children to succeed him.  Likewise, if young Edward of Middleham, Richard III's only legitimate son and heir, had not died early in Richard's reign, it is highly doubtful that Henry Tudor would have been able to even attempt his ultimately successful usurpation of Richard's throne.  To this day, many historians still defend Henry VIII's heartless exploits in serial marriage, blandly assuring us that his need for a male heir would justify his marrying every eligible woman in Europe, if need be, (assuming he could still find any who would have him, after the first dozen or so wifely beheadings.) 

Mary's rival, Elizabeth of England, many would claim, was the exception who needed no heir.  Historians generally have difficulties in making a clear assessment of her reign.  Her masterful use of what we would today call "public relations" and "manipulation of the media," (which grew to utterly grotesque--if effective--heights throughout her reign, as her image became that of practically a Christian goddess, or a secular Virgin Mary,) plus the simple fact that, unlike Mary, she survived, cause many to retrospectively endow her with a genius for rule she did not possess.  Less intelligent, less courageous, less principled, and certainly less personally appealing than Mary, Elizabeth held on to her throne largely for one simple reason:  The Protestants, who were now in charge in England, had no viable alternatives to her, other than their religious enemies.  In the famous duel between the two Queens, the leaders of English Protestantism (foremost among them William Cecil, Elizabeth's awe-inspiringly crafty Secretary of State,) saw it as less essential that Elizabeth succeed than that Mary fail.  However, the success of the neurotic, indecisive, unreliable, and just plain peculiar Elizabeth was seen as an integral part of that failure. 

Without getting into the question of whether her childless state was her own decision or nature's, it is clear that Elizabeth's unmarried status and lack of heirs caused her more problems than it solved.  Some historians contrast Elizabeth's spinsterhood with Mary's spectacularly disastrous marital escapades, concluding that the former was guided by prudence, wisdom, and self-restraint, the latter by foolish and feminine emotional indulgences. 

What they fail to note is that Elizabeth's forty-five year reign consisted largely of one major political crisis after another, often involving the issue of succession.  When she was younger, it was a question of whom she would marry to produce heirs.  When she aged, it was a question of who would inherit the throne from her.  Unfortunately, Henry VIII’s ruthless machinations (including the execution of her mother,) left Elizabeth, under her thin veneer of bravado, perpetually fearful and insecure over her position in life.  She could only feel a measure of personal stability by feeling that everyone in England depended upon her, and her alone.  She dreaded the possibility of sharing loyalties with an heir--particularly one with Mary’s gift for winning admirers.  More than anything else, she was determined that the succession remain unsettled; if that meant burdening her subjects with disunity and uncertainty while she was alive, and possible civil war when she was dead, that was no concern of hers.  Elizabeth's selfish and irresponsible refusal to face the fact that she was not immortal made her statesmen old before their time with worry, kept her subjects divided into troubled factions, and, most of all, led to the long twenty-year agony (an agony as much for England and Scotland as it was for Mary) of the Scottish Queen's imprisonment and eventual execution. 

Sir James Melville, Mary's Ambassador to England, relates in his “Memoirs” how dismal the lot of a childless Queen was felt to be.  According to Melville, when Elizabeth received the news that Mary had given birth to a son (the future King James,) she was shattered.  He depicts her as wailing in agony (in front of God and her entire court,) "The Queen of Scots is lighter of a fair son, and I am but barren stock!"1 Biographers of both Elizabeth and Mary tend to accept this outburst as fact, without stopping to consider that: 1.There is no contemporary evidence for this tale whatsoever (which surely there would be, if the Queen of England had chosen to disclose to the world the interesting information that she was infertile,) 2.Elizabeth, at this time, was thirty-three years old, and still considered capable of bearing children.  Would she, no matter what the provocation, make a public statement revealing to the world that she was of no value as a marriageable political pawn and a possible begetter of heirs, thus making her political position all the more vulnerable?  It is improbable that Elizabeth openly expressed the feelings of inferiority toward Mary which undoubtedly existed. 

This anecdote of Melville's is surely apocryphal (it is only one of many fictional anecdotes involving Mary that have become enshrined as fact,) but the point of all apocryphal stories is that they have some element of essential truth in them.  Historians are so ready to believe this tale, ridiculous as it is, because it portrays an attitude they feel she should have expressed.  They sense that any Queen, no matter how rich, powerful, and feared, was, ultimately, greatly handicapped without a husband and children. 

No one knew this better than Mary.  And if it should ever happen to slip her mind, her ever-present Guise relatives, who surrounded her like a cocoon, were there to remind her.  As far as they were concerned, her union with Francis, family triumph though it may have been, was merely a necessary preliminary to the real achievement of heirs.  Their main power-base was Mary's position on the French throne.  And the only way Mary could permanently retain that position was if she and her new husband produced children.  Once Mary presented the throne with heirs, her position was secure for the rest of her life.  Even if Francis should predecease her, she would still be Queen Mother, a position which, in the hands of a clever woman, could be a position of considerable influence, as Catherine de Medici was soon to demonstrate.  If Francis was to die before they had progeny, however, Mary would instantly become, in a word, irrelevant.  And as Mary went, so went the now-supreme House of Guise. 

Their determination on this point only intensified when, not long after Mary and Francis had wed, Henri II was killed in a gruesome (and frankly, suspicious,) accident at a jousting tournament, making the young couple the new King and Queen.  Now that Mary was sitting on the French throne, her family intended to keep her there.  This was a sentiment with which the teenaged girl agreed entirely. 

In even the worthiest plans, however, there is inevitably some weak link in the chain, some unforeseeable, indelible blot that may lead the strongest and cleverest souls to disaster.  It is entirely characteristic of the positively eerie bad luck that always surrounded Mary that the blot, in this instance, should be her husband. 

Francis was, all in all, a dismal breeding prospect.  It is questionable whether he even reached puberty by the time of his death.  He was frail both mentally and physically, and emotionally, he could be described as torpid.  It seems, in addition, that he suffered from some serious form of genital inadequacy.  (A contemporary French historian, who was intimately acquainted with the royal family, bluntly described Francis' genitals as stunted and "incapable of functioning.")2 

Despite the Guises'  hopeful assertions to the contrary, the notion that the feeble and sullen boy was able to even consummate his marriage to the most glamorous and desirable girl in Europe was treated as a subject for ribald mockery.  What a waste of a bride!  marveled onlookers. 

If Mary had a child, declared the Spanish Ambassador, "It will certainly not be the King's!"3 

And he was not joking.  A waste of a bride?  Not if her family had anything to say about it.  If Francis, through some medical and psychological miracle, could be brought to perform his husbandly duties, well and good.  Excellent, in fact.  If not...well, the Guises, as good Catholics, knew a thing or two about virgin births... 

Queen Catherine de Medici could have, if she had so chosen, given the world a few lessons in the treatment of sixteenth-century fertility problems.  The child of the powerful banking house, daughter of empire-builders, niece of the Pope, she grew up steeped in money, power, and all matter of mystical and esoteric knowledge.  It was the last that, in particular, made her respected, even feared, by everyone at court.  (Everyone, that is, except Mary, who was said to have blithely dismissed her fearsome mother-in-law as merely "a merchant's daughter.")4 Surrounded by her coterie of scientists, doctors, mystics, and wizards (including Nostradamus and the Danish astronomer Tycho Brahe,) she was reputed to be an expert in all the finer arts of Renaissance witchery, from fortune-telling to poisoning. 

The one area where her unconventional artistry seemed to fail her was in winning her husband's love--or, at least, helping him to tolerate the sight of her.  From the time when, at the age of fourteen, she was married to Henri, the young couple faced certain delicate difficulties that threatened to mar their newlywed happiness.  The problem?  Henri was repelled by his bride, and didn't care who knew it.  He simply could not bear to go near the short, vaguely toad-like Catherine.  Obviously, this would make the job of producing heirs more difficult. 

Henri and Catherine were married for a number of years with no children and no indications that Henri, whose indifference towards Catherine had not decreased over time, was eager to take the usual preliminary steps toward producing any.  Talk was rife that Catherine, Pope's niece or not, was going to be set aside for someone less daunting.  Even the Holy Father, it was assumed, could not oppose the annulment of a marriage so obviously doomed to be unfruitful.  At this point, realizing her danger, Catherine went into action, aided by a woman who was, on the face of it, the least likely ally imaginable; Henri's mistress, Diane de Poitiers. 

Diane was, herself, a rather interesting character.  She was many years older than Henri (she was rumored--probably falsely--to have been one of the many mistresses of Henri's father, Francis I,) but still beautiful and youthful in appearance.  This was attributed to supernatural means, as Diane herself was accused of dabbling in "witchcraft" (the usual catch-all term used against anyone who possessed any knowledge above or beyond the ordinary.) 

Perhaps for this reason (or, most likely, because both ladies realized Henri was hardly worth fighting over,) Diane and Catherine developed a working partnership of sorts.  Diane even became the "superintendent" for the royal children of the court--in essence, she acted as mother to Catherine's children.  Considering the part she seems to have played in begetting them, this was rather appropriate. 

Diane disliked the idea of Catherine being replaced as Queen as much as she did.  The way things stood, Diane's influence over the ineffectual Henri was supreme and unchallenged.  The possibility of having to share custody of him with some pretty young wife who might be able to dominate Henri as effectively as she did was certainly not a pleasant one.  She ordered Henri to periodically visit his neglected wife's bed.  As for Catherine, the measures she implemented are not known, only that, from then on, she began to produce children with monotonous regularity.  (And what children they were!  When it came to Catherine’s sons, Francis appears to have been the flower of the flock.  If, as was asserted, the strange pills, powders, and elixirs Catherine took to ensure motherhood were responsible for her decidedly off-putting offspring, one can only conclude that her formulas needed revising.) 

No matter.  Whatever else they may have been, they were heirs, and Catherine and Diane had secured their respective positions. 

Mary was less fortunate.  Soon after she and Francis ascended the throne, in July 1559, it began to look as if her family's most ardent wish might be fulfilled.  An envoy, given the job of bringing her some bad political news, noted that she reacted with a fainting spell.  After other similar public “performances” of weakness and swooning, rumors began to spread.  When, soon afterwards, Mary (with no comment) began to adopt the loose, flowing tunics used by pregnant women, the talk practically reached a crescendo.  The word went as far as Spain that the young French Queen was, against all the odds, pregnant.  By September of that year, the “pregnancy” suddenly and mysteriously disappeared.  Mary--again offering no explanations whatsoever--went back to her normal wardrobe, and the rumors died a natural death, never to be revived. 

When considering this strange episode, an obvious question arises:  What on earth was the girl thinking?  This bit of playacting (one of the earliest on record from a woman who later proved herself one of history's great actresses,) obviously had a purpose.  But what? 

The idea that Mary truly was pregnant, and had suffered a miscarriage, cannot be seriously considered.  While we live in a world where many strange and unexpected things are possible, the scenario of poor Francis getting his wife with child is surely not among them.  From all we know of his medical and psychological state, it is clear there was no physical relationship between the couple that had any hope of producing children.  (And, in any case, if Mary was actually pregnant, why didn't she ever say so?  That would surely be news to publicize far and wide!) 

The conclusion reached by Antonia Fraser, as well as most of Mary's other biographers, is that poor, dumb, deluded Mary, always, to them, the innocent babe in the woods, was simply making a fool of herself.  They picture her, desperately needing a baby, while at the same time having not the slightest notion how babies are created, tricking herself (and the adults around her) into believing she was in a physically impossible state of impending motherhood. 

These assertions ignore the fact that Mary was a nearly seventeen year old woman who had grown up in the most sophisticated court in Europe.  From at least the age of twelve, she was considered, for all intents and purposes, a mature member of society.  Ever since she was a small child, all the adults around her consistently marveled at her remarkably mature mind.  Could she possibly have been so stupid that, for months, she believed herself to be pregnant when she indubitably was not?  Are we to believe that she was never examined by any of her physicians during this entire period?  We know how desperate her family was for Mary to have a child.  Is it at all credible to assume that, with this goal in mind, the Guises sent her into marriage without detailed and unmistakable instructions about what she and her husband were required to do in order to produce this child? 

What, then, was the meaning of this strange, unexplained little episode?  The only reasonable explanation is that it was a deliberate ruse on Mary's part, one that (judging by their compliant silence on the matter) had to have been instigated by the Guises themselves.  What this ruse was to involve cannot be known--few things are harder to uncover than an abandoned conspiracy. 

The most obvious explanation for the known facts is that the Guises found for Mary what we would today describe as a "surrogate mother"--some woman of trustworthy discretion and suitable rank (probably a relative or dependant of the Guise family) to provide the royal couple with the heir they could not have any other way. 

This would also explain Mary's odd reticence about her supposed condition--feeling she had no choice but to go along with the farce, but also feeling a natural unease and embarrassment with it, she could not bring herself to actually say the words, "I'm pregnant," preferring to throw out broad hints that allowed people to come to obvious conclusions.  (This will, as we shall see, curiously parallel later events in Mary's life.) 

So, what went wrong?  Why was Mary's performance cancelled before the triumphant last act?  It is impossible to say for certain.  If the above theory is correct, the obvious conclusion is that the "surrogate" suffered a miscarriage, and they were unable to find a suitable replacement.  Or perhaps the Guises feared some word of the truth had leaked out.  We shall never know. 

What we can say, however, is that the episode served as a lesson for Mary.  It no doubt reinforced the values she had been taught, namely, that even in such intimate matters as the begetting of heirs...the ends justify the means. 

In any case, at this period, Mary had other political worries besides childlessness to contend with.  From her point of view, the situation in her nominal kingdom of Scotland could scarcely have been worse.  A civil war had erupted there between the French-backed Catholics who supported Mary of Guise's regency, and the Protestants who, with the support of England, sought to oust the Queen Mother.
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By the end of 1559, Mary of Guise had been (with dubious legality) deposed from the regency, but she continued to defend what she saw as her daughter's best interests as well as she could, considering that her support mainly consisted of a handful of French mercenaries, and a number of Catholic lords who usually seemed more interested in fighting each other than battling the Protestants. 

Elizabeth and her Secretary of State, Cecil, had by this time perfected the system for managing Scotland that had been initiated by Henry VIII:  Why waste time and armies fighting the Scots, when you could simply buy them?  The list of Scots who were on Cecil's regular payroll in exchange for their "goodwill and secret information"1 still exists in the Secretary's files, and it makes staggering reading.  Seemingly everyone attached to the Scottish court, Catholic and Protestant alike, was getting money from Scotland's hereditary enemies in exchange for betraying Queen and country in any way possible.  (This simple system of Elizabeth's would have been even more effective, except that many Scots could not be counted on for their loyalty as traitors, evidently.  The mutual back-stabbing and distrust between the two countries stayed as acute as ever.)  There seems to have been only one notable exception to this ignominious program--the young Earl of Bothwell, who consistently rejected all of Elizabeth's efforts to buy his allegiance.  Elizabeth and Cecil were greatly disappointed.  They had, from the beginning, greatly respected Bothwell as an adversary, and they would have found it much more convenient to have Bothwell working for them, than to have to go to all the trouble of ridding the world of him.  However, if he insisted on giving them no other choice... 

Bothwell was, by now, Mary of Guise's only ally in Scotland who was both trustworthy and able. Although he was nominally a Protestant (the general opinion was that any religion he might have would hardly be a Christian one,) Bothwell supported the traditional Scottish alliance with France.  This, coupled with his bone-deep antipathy for the English, ensured Mary of Guise his whole-hearted, if  Quixotic, support. 

This support was rather too effective for the liking of the English and the Scottish traitors who were their hirelings.  The last straw, as far as they were concerned, seems to have been a raid of Bothwell's in October of 1559.  (This was, as a matter of fact, on All Hallows' Eve, when witches and demons were believed to openly walk the earth.  Bothwell's enemies must have felt this was only too appropriate.)  That night, he greatly embarrassed the English by hijacking over three thousand pounds worth of gold Elizabeth was secretly sending to pay the Scottish rebels' troops.  The combination of financial loss and public humiliation at Bothwell's blatant uncovering of her covert political activities was something Elizabeth never forgot.  She and her Scottish allies fumed for weeks over the episode, while Bothwell, who must have enjoyed the whole escapade tremendously, made the most of the failure of their treachery. 

Antonia Fraser dismisses Bothwell's consistent devotion to Mary's cause as nothing but self-serving schemes for his own career advancement.2 This makes little sense, unless one assumes he was as obtuse as Fraser imagines Mary to have been.  If he had been willing to follow the sordid examples of most of his countrymen by betraying Mary to the English, Elizabeth, eager for the support of someone of Bothwell's recognized strength and ability, would have rewarded him lavishly, instead of seeking to destroy him.  If he had only been as treacherous and dishonorable as his enemies, his life story would doubtless have been one of wealth, popularity, and success, instead of poverty, exile, and defamation.  He knew as well as anyone that treason, not loyalty, was the path to a winning career in sixteenth-century Scotland. 

The reward he earned for this unswerving loyalty to the Crown of his own country, rather than that of Elizabeth's, was the undying hatred of his opponents.  As he himself later described his enemies' actions; 

 "They were so eaten up with their enmity that they never slackened their pursuit of those who had refused to go in with them, or who had got in the way of their sieging of Leith, and above all of myself who, although quite unworthy of the honor, had been appointed Lieutenant-General to the Queen with special responsibility for affairs of war." 3


The English, seeing him as the major obstacle to their goal of completely dominating Scotland, assailed him mercilessly throughout his life, and continued to blacken his career and personal reputation long after that life was over...a process that most modern historians blindly still carry on today.


Mary of Guise came to rely heavily on him as a general, a political advisor, and as a friend.  By 1560, she had reached the limit of her military resources.  She realized she could not depend on help from her homeland (her family was too concerned with their own power struggles to be bothered with spending much effort on hers.)  Bothwell, as much as she needed him in Scotland, was the only one of her allies she could trust with the job of acting as her envoy to solicit support not only from France, but elsewhere in Europe. 

Mary of Guise was now in poor health, and not long after Bothwell left on his diplomatic mission, she died, in June of 1560, aged only forty-four.  (Oddly, her daughter was destined to die at the same age.)  The suspicion that she was somehow hastened to her death is inevitable, particularly as the leaders of the Protestant faction were literally grouped around her deathbed (piously providing her with a minister from their Kirk to attend her last moments.)  Although certain of her symptoms could best be explained by poison (and, indeed, no better answer to the puzzle of her premature death has ever been offered,) there is no definitive proof.  It is irrefutable that her death was, however, perfect timing for her opponents.  (It is significant that, not long before her death, one of  Elizabeth’s Ambassadors warned Cecil of the need “to provide that she were rid from hence, for she hath the heart of a man of war.“)4 With the Queen Mother dead, her supporters were left leaderless.  They had no option but capitulation, leading to the permanent ouster of the French presence in Scotland in favor of an English one, as well as the accord known as the Treaty of Edinburgh.  This treaty was to have a great impact on Mary's life.  She would die, rather than sign it.  The particular clause which inspired her stubborn refusal was the one acknowledging Elizabeth as Queen of England.  As it was written, Mary feared this could be interpreted as a permanent renunciation of her claim as rightful holder of that title, even if Elizabeth should die childless. 

This claim--to which Mary clung with deathless tenacity--arose thanks to the messy matrimonial adventures of Henry VIII.  Henry secretly married Elizabeth's mother, Anne Boleyn, without getting a Papal annulment from his first wife, Catherine of Aragon.  (You might say that Henry used his own authority to pronounce himself divorced on the grounds that he was King of England and thus could do whatever he damn well pleased.)  As a result, Catholics refused to recognize the validity of Henry and Anne's marriage.  There was no proof the marriage had even taken place at all.  (Indeed, after Anne's execution, Henry himself had Parliament formally bastardize Elizabeth.) 

As Mary was, genealogically, "next in line," thanks to her Tudor grandmother, Margaret (the older sister of Henry VIII,) Mary was, to Catholic eyes, the rightful Queen of England after the death of Catherine of Aragon's daughter Mary, in 1558.  To emphasize this claim, after Mary Tudor died, the French court officially proclaimed Mary Stewart as Queen of England, and the English coat-of-arms was displayed on her emblems.  Unfortunately, whatever chance Mary Stewart had of actually becoming England’s next Queen, instead of Elizabeth, was foiled by the intervention of--of all people!--Mary Tudor's widower, the ultra-Catholic King Philip II of Spain. 

This intervention--one of the more notable examples of Fate's warped sense of humor where Mary was concerned--arose out of Philip's extremely short-sighted sense of self-interest.  Elizabeth had been leading Philip on to believe she would marry him in exchange for his support.  Mary provided no such incentives.  There was another problem:  Philip could not abide the idea of a Dauphiness of France--the country which was then his greatest enemy--bringing England into her domain.  When Mary Tudor was alive, Philip had persuaded his wife--who saw Mary as her most deserving heir--from taking active steps to bar Elizabeth from the throne, and when she died, he encouraged the English Catholics to accept Elizabeth as Queen--a decision he would eventually regret nearly as much as Mary did. 

Thus, the battle over the Treaty of Edinburgh was forever in the background of Mary and Elizabeth's relationship.  To Mary, signing the treaty would be tantamount to denying her very existence.  Her strong sense of pride in her ancestry and deep sense of the destiny she felt she was born to fulfill would never allow her to renounce what she saw as her most basic rights. 

From Elizabeth's point of view, the treaty was symbolic of her unsurprising sense of paranoia where Mary was concerned.  There certainly could be only one woman at a time calling herself the Queen of England, and Mary's flat refusal to give up her right to do so led Elizabeth to conclude that it was a case of--as she was later to describe Mary's execution--"Strike or be stricken." 

Accordingly, the main aim of Elizabeth's policies, both foreign and domestic, was simple:  Keep Mary Stewart in as weak and precarious a position as possible.  The more difficult life was for her rival, Elizabeth reasoned, the more secure her own place in the world would be.  History can bear witness to her success in that area.
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Mary "loved her [Mary of Guise] incredibly," reported the Venetian Ambassador, "and far more than daughters usually love their mothers."1 When the French court received word of the death of Mary of Guise, it took nearly two weeks for anyone to work up the nerve to tell Mary the news. 

Their skittishness was justified.  Mary was inconsolable to the point of hysteria at the news.  When Mary of Guise died, she felt she had lost more than a parent (after all, she had not seen her mother for nine years.)  She thought of her mother as her chief guide in life, her defender, who suffered a long, lonely struggle in (to her view) a barbaric jungle like Scotland solely for her sake.  There was a certain amount of guilt involved in Mary's grief, as well.  If she had only been able to persuade her uncles to fulfill her mother's urgent requests for additional French forces in Scotland, to help Mary of Guise carry out a militant policy they themselves had urged upon her, perhaps, Mary felt, things would have been different.  Perhaps then, her mother would have had the strength to hold on longer to both Scotland and her own life, instead of dying in defeat and despair in a tower in Edinburgh Castle, surrounded by her enemies. 

In reality, there was little that Mary could have done to override her family's decision.  They were the real rulers of France, while she reigned only in name...and Francis even less than that.  Still, her increasing impatience with her family's maladroit political tactics--she was said to have bitterly declared that her uncles had caused her to lose her realm--had, along with her grief and the unpleasant realization that Scotland was now firmly in the hands of her enemies, combined to have a devastating and long-lasting emotional effect on her.  Mary, to the end of her life, cherished the memory of the woman who had sacrificed so much in her behalf.   Her most heartfelt final request--which was, of course, denied--was to be buried in France, near her mother. 

It is ironic that the tragedy of her mother's death would be the initial catalyst linking her with Mary of Guise's most notable ally, a man who was to have an equally strong, if rather different, hold on her emotions, and who himself was to undergo great difficulties for her sake. 

The swashbuckling young James Hepburn, Earl of Bothwell, arrived at the French court three months after the death of Mary of Guise.  He had just concluded a visit to the court of Denmark (a visit that, seven years later, would have more repercussions on his life than he could imagine,) when he heard the news that his main friend and only influential ally in Scotland, the Queen Mother, was dead, and her cause buried with her.  As a result, Scotland was now ruled by men who would have loved nothing better than to see Bothwell’s head on a pike.  His diplomatic mission now null and void, he went to France to pay his respects to his Queen, and plan how he was to overcome this sudden disaster. 

Bothwell had promised Mary of Guise that he would always provide whatever assistance he could for her daughter.  While, as later events were to show, he had meant what he said, it was not clear at this juncture how much help he could be to anyone, most particularly himself. 

It is odd that this young man who is perhaps the most notorious figure among all the strange characters in Mary's life should also be by far the most poorly understood and enigmatic of the lot.  A line in a letter of Mary's, referring to Bothwell's "first entrance to this realm immediately after the death of his father,"2 implies that he was born and raised outside of Scotland, (perhaps because of his father's periods of foreign exile,) not even entering that country for the first time until he inherited his Earldom in 1556.   (He appears to have been educated in France, judging by his easy fluency in that language, as well as a contemporary's reference to "his time at the schools" 3of that country.)  We do not know for certain the year of his birth, save that it must have been sometime between 1535 and 1540, making him anywhere from twenty to twenty-five at the time of this meeting with Mary.  While historians have (on no particular evidence) settled towards the elder of the age range, there are reasons to believe the younger is more likely.  Throughout his brief, meteoric career, he was consistently referred to as young--"a glorious, rash, and hazardous young man"4 as one of Elizabeth's envoys described him at around this time.  Mary herself, in a letter written in 1567, proudly refers to her mother having appointed him to the crucially powerful post of "Lieutenant of the Border"--the highest non-royal post in Scotland5--in 1558, despite the fact that he was then, as Mary put it, "a very young age"6--a description that surely is more accurate for a lad of about eighteen than a grown man of twenty-three.  In 1564, Sir Henry Percy, in a letter to Cecil defending Bothwell, cited his youth as a reason to show more tolerance towards him--again, a reference that would be absurd about a man supposedly nearly thirty.  In 1560, Bothwell was described as being "twenty-four or about,"7 but, seven years later, a  Venetian envoy described him as "a young man twenty-five years old, of handsome presence."8 Certainly, the air of sheer wild, headlong recklessness one senses about him tends to suggest a younger, rather than an older, man. 

We do not even have a clear picture of what he looked like.  The body, claimed as being Bothwell's, that was for many years on public display in Dragsholm Castle, in Denmark, is without question, not his.  There are no portraits of him of any trustworthy authenticity.  No contemporaries have even left us any detailed descriptions of his appearance.  We know only that he was famed for his physical strength and skill as both a soldier and a sailor, which implies a physically imposing presence, and the general impression left of him by contemporaries is of a handsome, courtly, and charismatic man whom women appeared to find irresistible.  (One of his calumniators was later to grudgingly write of Bothwell being "endowed with great bodily strength and masculine beauty;"9 similarly, the Casket Letter poetry, along with extolling Bothwell's courage, wisdom, and nobility of character, also refers to his "beauty.") 

Mary's most virulent defamer, George Buchanan, described Bothwell as an "ape in purple," which has fooled many historians into assuming Bothwell looked like a gorilla!  Buchanan, as a matter of fact, was not referring to Bothwell's appearance at all.  Rather, "ape in purple" is an ancient expression meaning "borrowed plumes," that is, unjustified pretension to high status.  By using this phrase, Buchanan was merely claiming that Bothwell was acting like--"aping"--royalty, or, as we would say, getting "above himself." 

What we do know about him is that Bothwell was something more complicated than the mere adventurer and desperado he is still usually depicted as having been.  While there was certainly that element to his nature, he was, at the same time, a highly intelligent, well-educated man who was fluent in a number of languages, was interested in the sciences, enjoyed books, and whose unfortunately too brief memoir of his political career was written with decided skill and insight.  The dearth of information about his life is especially remarkable considering who he was, his impact on the world of his time, and his ability to inspire fascination and love, loathing and fear--a power that has remained undiminished through the centuries. 

Bothwell was, on his mother's side, a member of the remarkable Sinclair family of Scotland, the hereditary Grand Masters of Freemasonry, builders of the legendary Rosslyn Castle, and Guardians of the Ancient Wisdom.  Bothwell himself was, from what we know, enlightened in the esoteric tradition of control over Nature, of the mysterious secrets of the Magi, of those occult powers which lie beyond the comprehension of the uninitiated.  He was a Hermeticist, an alchemist--or, as they were called by the more ignorant, a magician, a wizard, a warlock. (Stories were eagerly circulated that Bothwell had, in exchange for his gifts, sold his soul to the devil.) 

Whatever else he may have been, he was the love of Mary Stewart's life.  That alone shows he was anything but an ordinary man. 

Interest in the mystic and hermetic practices that are commonly grouped together under the rather simple-minded term, "magic," was an integral and common part of Renaissance-era culture, which makes the sense of almost supernatural awe Bothwell seemed to inspire among his contemporaries all the more striking.  The French diplomat La Mothe Fenelon summed it up when he pointed out to his king, Charles IX (younger brother of Francis II,) that everyone knew that Bothwell had devoted his youth to "reading and studying sorcery and black magic."10 For someone like Fenelon, a friend of Catherine de Medici's, to feel the need to comment on someone's occult reputation, suggests extraordinary, awe-inspiring, expertise. 

All this, unsurprisingly, had its effect on how Bothwell faced the world.  Thanks to his various talents, both natural and acquired, he was undoubtedly headstrong, imperious, hot-tempered, and proud.  Equally clearly, these abilities also made him strong-willed, straightforward, daring, and afraid of virtually nothing.  His seemingly limitless confidence in himself and his ability to overcome all obstacles allowed him to indulge the strong taste for political independence that was to contribute to his undoing in Scotland.  Mary's allies distrusted Bothwell because he was a Protestant.  Mary's enemies hated him for his support of the Queen.  As a result, his principles left him a political lone wolf.  Unlike virtually all his contemporaries, he was a man without any real faction or party, a fact that, to his eventual detriment, troubled him little.  In the politics of his era, the man who walked alone did not walk long. 

This, then, was the figure who presented himself to Mary in September of 1560.  He was not a complete stranger to her.  Despite her many years in France, she had not been allowed to become ignorant about her homeland.  Frequent visits by the leading figures of her realm and Mary of Guise's letters had served to keep her daughter well-informed on Scottish political events.  Her mother had certainly not omitted relating to Mary the value she placed on Bothwell's support.  Mary, revering her mother as she did, was obviously predisposed to favor anyone who had been a friend to Mary of Guise, and seeing Bothwell in person does not seem to have disappointed those expectations. 

The relatively little we know of this encounter comes from a short account in Bothwell's memoirs mentioning how Mary treated him at this time ("far more generously and graciously than I deserved,"11 he commented with the appropriate false modesty.)  We know that she helped alleviate Bothwell's now desperate financial difficulties (his inheritance, thanks to his father's extravagance and inefficiency, had never been large, and whatever money he had, had gone into his defense of Mary of Guise.  Chronic money problems were to be a constant feature of his career.)  Mary obtained for him an honored position at court, as one of the King's Chamberlains, as well.  He could have, had he wished, settled down indefinitely to a quiet and comfortable life in France.  (Indeed, it appears that that was precisely what his opponents back in Scotland were praying he would do.  Even though they currently had the upper hand with him, they obviously had no great confidence in being able to maintain it forever.  By all accounts, he was a most difficult man to have as an enemy.) 

Such an idle existence, however, was always distasteful to him.  He seems to have quickly become, in a word, bored.  By November of 1560, Mary formally appointed him as one of her commissioners to the Scottish Parliament, and in that month he returned home, declaring his intention to live in Scotland "despite of all men."12
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Whatever impression Mary might have had of Bothwell's brief sojourn at her court, it was soon forgotten in the crucial disaster that lay ahead.  Francis, who had never enjoyed good health, came down with one of his frequent illnesses at the end of November.  To the horror of Mary and the Guises, his sickness quickly developed into something unprecedently serious. 

As for what, exactly,  caused Francis' death, the most common belief among medical historians, from what we know of his condition, is that the boy, who had suffered from a weak constitution throughout his life, developed a middle ear disease that brought on a cerebral abcess and septic meningitis.  (Or, as a contemporary tastelessly but concisely recorded:  He "perished of a rotten ear.")1 

His last illness was a long, drawn-out, and painful one.  As he slowly continued to decline, the increasingly hysterical Guises were reduced to hurling desperate insults and physical threats to his physicians, frantically browbeating them to keep the miserable boy's life going, at least in some form.  When traditional medicine failed them, they turned to the alchemical arts, determined to find a formula to keep any imitation of life going in the boy's deteriorating body.  If Francis was ill, suffering, incapacitated--that was something they could manage.  But dead?  Leaving them without a vehicle through which to rule France?  That could not be! 

While her uncles impotently stormed and raved, Mary, still mourning the loss of her mother less than six months past, and now struggling with an increasing mixture of pity and terror, for herself as well as Francis, tried to comfort her suffering husband as best she could. 

Knowing how her boy-husband had always relied on her for comfort, Mary kept a constant vigil by his bedside, even though she was warned that exhaustion and worry threatened to drive her to a serious illness, as well.  She knew full well how her own life depended upon Francis' recovery. 

Francis' mother, on the other hand, found herself able to view the imminent loss of her eldest child with a philosophical calm.  One of those rare figures who was born with a powerful need to rule, Catherine had, throughout her life, had this need frustrated, first by her husband, and next by Francis' utter domination by Mary and the Guises. 

Her second son, Charles, on the other hand, was completely under her own thumb.  If he replaced Francis on the throne, that meant control of the King would belong to her, and her alone, while the Guises, whom she had come to hate and resent more and more during Francis' brief reign, would be impotent and irrelevant.  A heart-warming thought, to be sure. 

In Catherine's defense, there is no proof that there is any truth to the contemporary assertions that she murdered her son, although she, and the Guises‘ many other enemies, certainly benefited enormously from Francis‘ untimely end.  While it is true that she was entirely capable of the deed, and she certainly showed little sorrow over her eldest son's death, (whatever else Catherine may have been, she was seldom a hypocrite,) little hard evidence exists, other than nagging suspicions and the classic trio of “motive, means, and opportunity,” to argue that Francis' death was anything but the inevitable breakdown of a basically defective body. 

While his elders continued to squabble over him, Francis' raging infection quickly continued to spread, soon rendering all arguments about his fate pointless.  On the evening of December fifth, 1560, Francis died.  It was three days short of Mary's eighteenth birthday.
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Shortly after Francis' death, a Venetian envoy recorded news of the French court, in particular, the plight of its widowed young ex-Queen.  He concluded:  "So by degrees everyone will forget the death of the late King except the young Queen, his widow, who, being no less noble minded than beautiful and graceful in appearance, the thoughts of widowhood at so early an age, and of the loss of a consort who so dearly loved her, and who was so great a King, and also that she is dispossessed of the crown of France with little hope of recovering that of Scotland, which is her sole patrimony and dower, so afflict her that she will not receive any consolation, but, brooding over her disasters with constant tears and passionate and doleful lamentations, she universally inspires great pity."1

However, Nicholas Throckmorton, Queen Elizabeth's Ambassador to France, gave a rather less dolorous account of Mary, writing to Elizabeth's ministers that "one of the special things your lordships have to consider, and have an eye to, is the marriage of that Queen.  During her husband's life there was no great account made of her, for that being under band of marriage and subjection of her husband, (who carried the burden and care of all her matters,) there was offered no great occasion to know what was in her.  But since her husband's death she hath showed (and so continueth) that she is both of great wisdom for her years, modesty, and also of great judgment in the wise handling herself and her matters, which, increasing with her years, cannot but turn greatly to her commendation, reputation, honor, and great benefit of her and her country.  Already it appears that some, such as made no great account of her, do now, seeing her wisdom, both honor and pity her...I cannot but fear her proceedings with the time, if any means be left and offered her to take advantage by." 2 Only hours after Francis' death, Throckmorton warned his countrymen to take great heed of Mary's plans for a second marriage, noting that "As far as I can learn, she more esteemeth the continuation of her honor, and to marry one that may uphold her to be great, than she passeth to please her fancy by taking one that is accompanied by such small benefit or alliance as thereby her estimation and fame is not increased."3 

Mary was nonetheless deserving of their sympathy.  After Francis died, Mary kept to her room for several days, refusing to see anyone while she tried to ascertain how she was to rebuild her life out of its sudden collapse.  She, who had been trained to see herself as the wearer of three crowns, of France, England, and Scotland, suddenly found herself virtually a woman without a country.  The English kingdom she saw as her legal and moral right was no closer to her than it had ever been.  Her status as a childless widow left her without a place at the French court.  And Scotland was now in the hands of the triumphant Protestant Kirk and its party.   Its main leader, the eldest of her father's many illegitimate children, Lord James Stewart, was acting as virtual Regent.  Her kingdom was now a hostile alien land. 

The Guises, meanwhile, had troubles of their own.  They were too busy scrambling to save whatever they could for themselves from the sudden royal shipwreck to have much attention to spare for Mary's dilemma. 

The young widow realized that her best option, of course, was to find another suitable foreign prince to marry as soon as possible.  The obvious first choice was Francis' brother, now King Charles IX.  Charles was even less of a matinee idol than Francis--he was a weak-willed, violent, frantically neurotic little creature whose brief reign is best remembered for the St. Bartholomew's Day Massacre of 1572.  Still, for the sake of retaining her home in the French court, Mary, who had developed a strong stomach in such matters, would have quite happily waited until the little cretin was old enough to wed her. 

Here, again, Catherine put her foot down.  Now that Francis' death had enabled her to claim the ship of state from the control of the Guises, she had no intention of relinquishing it.  Charles, she made it clear, would not be for Mary.  (As it turned out, Charles would not be for anyone.  He died without an heir, leaving the crown to the next brother, Henri III--a cross-dressing exhibitionist who also, to no one's surprise, failed to have children with his long-suffering wife.) 

The next choice on Mary's list was Don Carlos, son of the Spanish monarch, Philip II.  He may have been a deranged epileptic (the contemporary crop of eligible Catholic males does seem to have been a remarkably poor one,) but Spain was then the richest and most powerful nation in the world.  If she became its heiress, Mary would be able to buy and sell Catherine, Elizabeth, the Scottish Protestants, and anyone else who happened to annoy her a dozen times over.  For the sake of that privilege, she might have joyfully wed an actual ape in purple.  It was not until over five years later--when circumstances finally forced her to walk down the aisle with a foppish, silly young Englishman that she previously would have dismissed without a second glance--that she at last gave up on Spain. 

At first, Philip, in his usual slow, turtle-like, procrastinating way (this is, remember, the man who took thirty years to get around to sending his Armada into England,) seemed in favor of the match.  His marriage to Queen Mary Tudor and his descent from Edward III gave him, he felt, his own claim to the English throne, so the obvious solution would be for him and Mary to join forces.  Mary, ever optimistic (Heaven only knows why,) found her spirits rising at the thought.  She may have lost one kingdom, but she would be gaining an even grander one to replace it. 

Negotiations for the match were being kept as secret as possible, but the news, inevitably, leaked out, and here the two Weird Sisters of Mary's career, Catherine and Elizabeth, intervened.  They were both equally appalled by the prospect of Mary becoming a future Queen of Spain, for quite obvious reasons. 

Catherine saw the Guises as her main antagonists, therefore Mary was her enemy, as well.  Whatever was good for Mary was loathsome to Catherine.  Besides, she had the half-mad Don Carlos earmarked for one of her own daughters.  Elizabeth was even more determined to thwart the idea.  The girl who was Queen of England's next-door neighbor, who had claims on Elizabeth's own crown, taking on the backing of England's powerful enemy?  Never!  Perhaps it was here that Elizabeth first promised herself that if the Scots Queen insisted on remarrying, she would do so to suit Elizabeth, not herself... 

Against this common threat, Elizabeth and Catherine joined forces.  They both informed the Spanish King that, if he went ahead with the match, he would have their combined wrath to deal with.  Philip--never one of history's more valiant souls--backed down, while his son's increasing insanity gradually forced him to privately conclude that his heir could never be the husband of anyone.  The marriage negotiations with Mary were suspended, never again to be strongly pursued by Philip, despite all Mary's efforts. 

As it happened, Don Carlos never did wed anyone, although Philip gave Catherine a consolation prize by marrying another of her daughters himself.  As Don Carlos' episodes of instability grew ever more violent, (what was it with the young men of that era?) Philip was forced to have him imprisoned, where he soon died, leaving behind a flock of stories that Philip had finally resorted to having his troublesome son murdered. 

When Mary realized Spain was no longer an immediate option, this fresh reversal of fortune left her nearly as devastated as she had been at Francis' death.  Once again, she was forced to watch her visions of a prosperous and secure future suddenly snatched away.  As far as she could tell, there was no place for her to turn.  Catherine was making her increasingly aware that she had worn out her welcome in France.  Her Guise relatives, not seeing any new way to marry her off for their benefit, seemed disinterested in her fate.  Her only option, particularly if she had any hope of renewing Philip’s interest in a marriage alliance, was to establish her rule in Scotland--a prospect that frankly unnerved her, as it would have disquieted anyone. 

The job of being Scotland's monarch was never, even under the best of circumstances, anybody's dream.    The Scottish nobility was famous throughout Europe for their brutal unscrupulousness.  A French diplomat, long used to dealing with Scottish affairs, was later to write:  "Money and preferment are the only Sirens which charm the lords of Scotland.  To preach to them of duty to their prince, of honor, justice, virtue, noble actions, the memory of an illustrious life which they should bequeath to their posterity, they count the merest folly."4 

Four years before Mary's birth, her father, James V, sent a letter to his bride-to-be, Mary of Guise, warning her of her future realm. 

"Madam," he wrote, "I am no more than seven-and-twenty years of age, and life is already crushing me as heavily as does my crown...An orphan from my earliest childhood, I fell a prey to ambitious noblemen; the powerful House of Douglas kept me prisoner for many years, and I have come to hate the name of my persecutors and any references to the sad days of my captivity.  Archibald, Earl of Angus, George his brother, together with their exiled relatives, are untiring in their endeavors to rouse the King of England against me and mine.  There is not a nobleman in my realm who has not been seduced from his allegiance by promises and bribes.  Even my person is not safe; there is no guarantee that my wishes will be carried out, or that existing laws will be obeyed.  All these things alarm me, Madam, and I expect to receive from you both strength and counsel.  I have no money, save that which comes from France's generosity and through the thrift of my wealthier clergy; and it is with these scanty funds that I try to adorn my palaces, maintain my fortresses, and build my ships.  Unfortunately, my barons look upon a king who would act the king in very deed as an insufferable rival.  In spite of the friendship shown me by the King of France, in spite of the support I receive from his armies, in spite of the attachment of my people to their monarch, I fear that I shall never be able to achieve a decisive victory over my unruly nobles.  I would fain put every obstacle out of the path in order to bring justice and tranquility to my people.  Peradventure I might achieve this aim if my nobles were the only impediment.  But the King of England never wearies of sowing discord between them and me; and the heresies he has introduced into the land are not only devouring my people as a whole, but have penetrated even into ecclesiastical circles.  My power, as did that of my ancestors, rests solely upon the burgesses of my towns and upon the fidelity of the clergy, and I cannot but ask myself whether this power will long endure..."5

(It says much for the courage of Mary of Guise that after receiving such a letter, she was still willing to become Queen of Scotland.) 

Scotland was totally unlike England, which had had a long tradition, strengthened by the despotism of the Tudors, of the concept of absolute monarchy.  In Scotland, the nobility regarded their sovereign as, at best, a "first among equals," and, at worst, a political football to be captured, manipulated, dominated, and generally kicked about in the Scots' seemingly endless factional struggles.  The Stewart dynasty's history was not a glorious one.  James I was held prisoner for years by the English and eventually murdered by one of his own nobles; James II also met a violent end, when a cannon--accidentally, so we are assured--exploded near him; James III was assassinated during a rebellion against him led by his own son; that son, James IV, was killed, along with most of Scotland’s leaders, in the disasterous battle of Flodden; Mary's father, James V, battled his nobility for control of Scotland--and his throne--literally his entire reign, and after losing to the English at the battle of Solway Moss, died under extremely suspicious circumstances.  Most, if not all, contemporaries believed he had been poisoned, a reasonable conclusion when assessing the unexpected, unexplained death of a vigorous thirty year old man with many enemies.  Mary, an avid reader of history, must have shuddered at the thought of what sort of homecoming her subjects were planning for her. 

Her position in Scotland, moreover, was much worse than any of her predecessors. She was female, in an era where any woman, Queen or no, was automatically considered inferior to any man, no matter how lowly.  Worse, she was an unmarried woman, lacking the political and personal support of a husband.  She did not even have close family members in Scotland, other than her crowd of illegitimate half-siblings, thus depriving her of the clan support that was the closest thing Scotland had to any sort of civilized code. 

She had grown up in a foreign country, leaving her and the Scots complete strangers to each other. 

She faced dealing with a country where, thanks to a recent civil war, which her side had lost, most of its leaders saw her as the representative of a despised enemy religion.  As far as the new Protestant government was concerned, she was not only a foreigner--she was the Inquisition.  Certainly, her mother's experiences in Scotland illustrated to her the dangers to be faced there. 

Worst, by far, she was expected to rule a country where practically all its most influential figures were the paid agents of her worst enemy. 

Whatever the disadvantages may have been, she realized that there was nothing to do but return to Scotland, the country she saw as being responsible for the death of her mother, figuratively if not literally, and reshape her kingdom to fit her own needs.  They may have destroyed her mother, but she was damned if they would destroy her.  She got support for her decision to return from, on the face of it, a surprising source; the Protestant clique now running the country, in particular, her half-brother, Lord James. 

Historians' views on James Stewart, later Earl of Moray, and the motives that guided his actions fall into two distinct categories, depending on their views of Mary.  Some declare him to be a hypocritical, cold-blooded, faintly sinister schemer, hiding behind a mask of pious probity while he "looked through his fingers" at the execution of evil deeds he himself arranged, who from the beginning was bent on his innocent, trusting sister's ruin.  With equal conviction, others, led by the famous 19th-century Protestant historian James Anthony Froude, depict him as nearly a saint, an upright, deeply religious and noble character, martyring himself to protect his country and his church against the endless machinations of his wicked, immoral, husband-slaughtering "Papist" sister. 

In attempting to assess which of these two extremes is closest to the truth, two crucial, undeniable facts must be considered:  The first is that Lord James, deep in his heart--what there was of it--considered himself to be the rightful King of Scotland in much the same way Mary considered herself to be the rightful Queen of England.  The throne could indeed have been his, once.  Lord James was the eldest child of James V.  His mother was Margaret Erskine, the wife of Sir William Douglas of Lochleven.  When James was a small child, the King explored the possibility of marrying his favorite mistress.  Although his parents' marriage would not, under Scots law, fully legitimate James, it would have obviously greatly strengthened his position, and it was not inconceivable that he would have been recognized as his father's heir.  Unfortunately for Margaret and her son, James V's overwhelming political and financial difficulties instead compelled him to strengthen his ties to his only ally, France.  Abandoning any idea of marrying Margaret,  James V instead married Madeline, the daughter of France's King Francis I, and then, when Madeline died soon after the wedding, Mary of Guise.  This near-miss suffered by Margaret Erskine--with its incalculable effects on history--was something neither Lord James nor his mother ever forgot.  (Mary, her mother, and Bothwell all came to believe that James' ultimate goal was securing the Crown for himself.  Even more significantly, this would have been a development that would have delighted England‘s Protestant government; even on the eve of Mary‘s return to Scotland, Cecil was wistfully describing Lord James as “not unlike either in person or qualities to be a King soon.”)6 

The second point to keep in mind regarding Mary's half-brother is this:  On hearing of his death in 1570, Queen Elizabeth deeply mourned his passing, complaining bitterly that "She had lost her truest friend."7 

There can be no question of Lord James' single-minded pursuit for money and power.  From the beginning of his career, he had determined that if he could not be a King in actuality, he would be one in effect.  Here, his close association with the Scottish Kirk proved very useful.  He saw that, in Scotland, the new religion was to become a great vehicle for both social and political power, and, thanks to his rank as the son of a King--albeit an illegitimate one--and his own powerful drive and ambition, he quickly became the Kirk's great secular spokesman, as well as the wealthiest and most powerful man in the country. 

Lord James also sought to advance himself through his long and intimate relationship with the English government.  It would not be going too far to say that he was virtually Elizabeth's chief representative in Scotland, who, as Elizabeth's Ambassador Nicholas Throckmorton noted in 1561, deserved to "be well entertained and made of by the Queen of England," adding that Elizabeth could not bestow "too much favor and benefits on him."8  This situation had obvious mutual advantages:  Elizabeth had a willing and able tool at the Scottish court, whom she could (and did) manipulate and direct however she liked; while Lord James had a powerful patron and ally in his great goal of assuming supreme control over Scotland. 

Lord James' most resolute enemy was unquestionably the Earl of Bothwell.  Aside from the fact that they were on opposite sides of the political fence, there was a strikingly deep personal animosity that it would be no exaggeration to call deadly hatred.  They were an interesting contrast in personality.  Lord James, cold, cautious, evasive, humorless, always preferring to keep his aims and actions as much in shadow as possible, (as one Scottish historian noted, "there is no statesman of his time who reveals to us less of his personality,") 9and Bothwell, bold, fiery, utterly self-confident and independent, scorning subterfuges as fit only for cowards and traitors. 

Lord James' claims that his only concern was to defend his religion seems to have particularly irritated Bothwell.  Bothwell, himself, had as little use for Protestant ministers as he did for Catholic priests, but what he found truly offensive was what he saw as Lord James' complete hypocrisy in the matter.  Lord James and his cohorts, he believed, actually cared very little about religion.  He maintained, no doubt accurately, that Protestantism was little more than a pretext, dragged in to fool people that their motives were noble ones, to cover the fact that their real concern was simply to seize control over Scotland. 

It was, as a matter of fact, this concern over power that forced Lord James and his allies to invite Mary back.  This had not been their original plan.  When it looked as though Mary would never return, the government had decided to offer the Protestant James Hamilton, Earl of Arran (regarded as next in line to the Scottish throne) to Elizabeth as a husband.  By doing so, they would virtually entail Scotland over to the English. 

Unfortunately, Arran (as if to show the world that the Protestant men of the era were as sorry a group as the Catholics) was a half-mad misfit.  Elizabeth made it quite clear that, even if she were to take a husband, Arran would be the last man in the world she would accept for that honor.  Almost simultaneously with that rather insulting (but quite understandable) refusal came word of Mary’s widowhood and her subsequent intention to return to her realm.  The Scottish Protestants, dubious as they were about the news, decided that there was nothing to be done except accept her on as beneficial a footing as they could. 

From Lord James' standpoint, he had come to think of his sister's return as a positive necessity.  He was running into some trouble from Bothwell, as usual.  He and the other official government representatives of the Queen had managed to assemble a much stronger coalition than Lord James had liked.  It was not enough to completely challenge his rule, but was a sign that, as things stood, Bothwell and his friends were capable of becoming decided nuisances. 10 Lord James decided that his best option was to feign friendship for his teenaged sister, set her up, unmarried and politically vulnerable as she was, as his puppet, and rule the country through her--a plan he knew would have Elizabeth's full support.  He would, in a manner, reign as Mary's consort.  Once that was accomplished, Bothwell, and all his other rivals, could be easily managed. 

Lord James' most prominent associate was William Maitland of Lethington.  If Bothwell was the most controversial personage of Mary's reign, and Lord James the most shadowy, Lethington is a good candidate for the title of "most overrated."  He had an extremely high opinion of himself, as well as a powerful desire to run every enterprise with which he was associated.  This goal in mind, he carefully cultivated a reputation as a brilliant intellectual, hoping thus to be considered the indispensable "brains" of Scottish politics.  This scheme was quite successful, despite the fact that he was an abject failure at everything he ever attempted.  Mary, along with everyone else (except Bothwell, who had nothing but contempt for him,) was misled by his undoubted eloquence and suavity into seeing him as "the Scottish Cecil," without understanding his essential emptiness and inefficiency.  While Lethington was hardly a stupid man, he was by no means the superior genius he saw himself as being.  His famous craftiness (which earned him the Cecil comparison) stemmed not so much from cleverness as from fear.  He was, more than anything else in the world, deeply concerned for his own skin.  As he was also a weakling and a coward, his dizzying shifts of allegiance over the course of his none-too-distinguished career (beginning when, as Mary of Guise's Catholic Secretary, he easily turned Protestant spy the moment he realized the Queen Regent's party was losing ground,) all show the sweaty, indecisive panic of a man terrified to be caught on a losing side.  During Mary's reign, he managed to secure himself an important place on her Council due to what was regarded as his intimate working relationship with Elizabeth--the feeling was that he, as the saying goes, "had her ear."  Thanks to his silver tongue and skillful use of flattery, Elizabeth became quite fond of Lethington, even dubbing him "the flower of the wits in Scotland,"11 never realizing that, for his part, Lethington actually regarded her with a thinly-veiled disdain.  As Mary's great goal was securing the English succession, she desperately needed a talented spokesman at the London court, and Lethington appeared to be the best--the only, really--man for the job.  He would be the first to tell you so himself. 

Although he was dubious about Mary's return (he made the eerily prescient comment that "it could not fail to raise wonderful tragedies," 12after the failure of the Arran scheme, he realized it was inevitable.  The closest thing he had to a political principle was his desire to remove Scotland from the hands of the French (so the country could be handed over to the English,) and he decided that if Mary could be guaranteed the English throne, that would be the easiest way it could be accomplished.  With that in mind, he decided that if Mary would only cooperate with him, he would cooperate with her.  It would not do to get on the wrong side of a woman who was not only his current Queen, but England's probable future ruler.  Justifiably apprehensive of how Mary would receive him, considering his betrayal of her mother, on the eve of her return to Scotland he sent his Queen a tentative plea for friendship.  He was rewarded by an encouraging, if coolly realistic, letter from Mary, stating that they could have a good working relationship, but only if he truly wished to mend his ways.  As long as he served her loyally, she assured him, she would be willing to not only forgive, but forget his past offences.   However, she warned him, with that remarkable blend of regal affability and frank menace that she could apply so well, "I do not wish to conceal from you, that if anything goes wrong now, after my trusting you, you are the man whom I shall fix on first."13 

Mary was resignedly coming to terms with the need to work with, not against, her brother and his allies.  She saw that, unless she wished them to deal with her as they had her mother, she had no choice but to, for the moment, adopt a policy of toleration, moderation, and accommodation towards the Protestants--in short, to allow herself to be the pliable puppet of their dreams.  Then, when she had found the politically powerful husband--something that was appearing to daily become a more urgent necessity--she would finally have the strength to establish herself as an absolute sovereign of Scotland and to force Elizabeth to acknowledge her claims to the English throne.  She longed for revenge against all those--including Lord James--whom she saw as having driven her mother into an early grave, and who now sought to challenge her own authority, but that, she knew, was not yet possible.  Once she had taken a husband, however... 

In this general spirit of mutually insincere amity, Mary prepared to depart.  She summoned Bothwell, the High Admiral of Scotland, to organize her voyage, and by the beginning of July he was again in attendance upon her.  Mary was relying on his slightly piratical style to bring her safely across the sea, considering the threatening tone her proposed journey had suddenly taken. 

Her original plan had been to land in England, with the idea of staging a brief goodwill tour of the country on her way to Scotland.  This prospect, unsurprisingly, horrified Elizabeth.  The endless raves she was forced to hear--even from her own envoys!--of Mary's beauty and magnetism only served to intensify Elizabeth's sense of insecurity and paranoia about her rival.  The idea of Mary parading herself through Elizabeth's domain, allowing her subjects to view these already legendary charms in person, was unthinkable.  Besides, it had just too much an air of a tenant inspecting a home into which she soon intended to move.  When Mary applied to England for the formality of a passport, Elizabeth refused.  Until Mary signed the Treaty of Edinburgh, Elizabeth declared, she would sail only at her own risk!  (The English Queen was not speaking lightly--she was so unnerved by her rival’s return to the British Isles that it was said she contemplated capturing Mary’s ship before it reached Scotland.) 

Mary, predictably, treated Elizabeth‘s menace with scorn.  Always one to give precisely what she got, for good as well as bad, she responded in kind.  If Elizabeth would not grant her a passport, fine.  She would sail without one, and dare England to try and stop her.  When discussing the problem with the English envoy, Nicholas Throckmorton, Mary could not resist meeting Elizabeth's threats with a few veiled ones of her own. 

"There is nothing, Monsieur l'Ambassador, doth grieve me more," she said, "than that I did so forget myself as to require of the Queen, your mistress, that favor which I had no need to ask.  But, Monsieur l'Ambassador, let your mistress think that it will be deemed very strange amongst all princes and countries that she should first animate my subjects against me, and now, being a widow, impeach my going into my own country.  I ask of her nothing but friendship:  I do not trouble her state, nor practice with her subjects.  And yet I know there be in her realm some that be inclined enough to hear offers.  I know also they be not of the same mind she is of, neither in religion, nor in other things.  The Queen, your mistress, doth say that I am young and do lack experience.  But I have age enough and experience to behave myself towards my friends and kinfolks friendly and uprightly, and I trust my discretion shall not so fail me that my passion shall move me to use other language of her than is due to a Queen and my next kinswoman."14 

The passport was eventually sent, although--as with many of Elizabeth's actions--it was timed to be too little, too late.  Mary had, on August 15, 1561, already set sail. 

The voyage was not inaugurated happily.  Before she set off, the Cardinal of Lorraine, in one of his more tactless moments, interrupted his farewell speech to suggest to his niece that it might be wise to leave her famous jewelry collection in his hands for safekeeping.  Mary responded dryly that if he was willing to entrust  her to the dangers of the high seas, he should be willing to entrust her jewels. 

The young Queen, already grieved at leaving France, and justifiably uneasy about what lay ahead for her, soon found more cause than just her uncle's greed for further disquietude.  As her ship was in the French harbor, waiting to depart, another ship had an accident and sank in front of her galley.  Mary, horrified, immediately ordered her ship's captain to go to the rescue of the drowning sailors,  but the doomed ship was too far away for anyone to be able to come to their aid. 

"My God!" she cried, clutching her crucifix.  "What augury is this?"15
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The voyage, indeed, turned out to be discouragingly inauspicious.  As Mary's fleet approached Britain, while her vessel avoided a run-in with Elizabeth's warships, the English--under the pretext of searching for pirates--were able to detail the galley carrying Mary's stable of horses.  The fact that her arrival came in the midst of a dense fog that surrounded the Scottish coast could hardly have been seen at the time as the ominous sign John Knox, the Protestant firebrand, later claimed it was (such weather was hardly unusual in Scotland, even in August.)  What may have dampened Mary's spirits even more than the fog was the fact that, due to some inexplicable communications mix-up, her arrival was unexpected.  She was greeted home by little more than seagulls and drizzle, and with her horses in the hands of the English, she was temporarily stranded where she was.  She held her first reception in Scotland in the residence of a local merchant.   When the makeshift welcoming party finally arrived, and horses were hastily borrowed, Mary wreathed herself in as much royal dignity as she could summon under the humiliating circumstances and set out to make Scotland her own.  On her first night in her palace of Holyrood, she was serenaded by a group of local musicians.  Brantome, the French chronicler who had accompanied her to Scotland, assures us the players made the most frightful din imaginable, but Mary refused to have them sent away.  Instead, she stood by the window, smiling and thanking them for their beautiful way of welcoming her home (which, we are told, only encouraged them to continue their performances.) 

Despite these musical interludes, her reception was decidedly mixed.  The Protestant ministers, who had become the leaders of Scotland's life and thought, were ready for her.  Led by the fanatical and rigid, if oddly sincere, Knox, they had for months sent the people into a state of panic at the thought of her arrival.  The ministers warned that she would be another "Bloody Mary," ready to decimate the country and re-enslave them under the fearsome yoke of "Popery."  Once they saw their Queen in person, however, the hysterical build-up Knox and his brethren had been giving her actually wound up, to some extent, backfiring to her advantage.  Mary had no intention of trying to restore Catholicism--yet--and when the populace saw, not the fearsome tyrant of the ministers' imaginings, but a beautiful, gracious, smiling girl who looked incapable of any evil ("God bless that sweet face!" 1an Edinburgh citizen exclaimed on first sight of her,) they quickly became more and more inclined to think kindly, even adoringly, of her. 

Adding to their relief was the fact that one of Mary's first acts in Scotland was to issue a carefully worded proclamation declaring that, until Parliament resolved the matter, there would be no alteration in religion.  However, she and her household were to be left in peace to privately follow their own faith.  (This order was inspired by the fact that the day before, when Mass was held in her chapel for the first time, she faced a mob of Knox’s followers howling for the death of her priest.)  It evidently escaped notice that this diplomatic statement, if it did anything, allowed Mary to remain noncommittal on religion; in fact, in T.F. Henderson’s wry words, “it even transformed the supposed establishment of Protestantism into a merely temporary and abnormal arrangement, effected by an irregular convention when the country was practically in a state of revolution.”2 

Mary's motives in regards to religion are characteristically complex.  One cannot confuse her personal feelings with her political ones.  On a personal level, during her youth she seems to have been sincere, if rather casual about religion--even Cecil believed she was "no more devout towards Rome than for the contentation of her uncles."3 It was not until her later years, when she had little else to cling to, that religion became truly important to her, and even then, it was a very individual, highly mystical sort of spirituality that had little to do with traditional orthodoxy.  As far as the faith of others went, she was, by nature, tolerant.  There was nothing of the fanatic in her--given the choice, she would have preferred that religion not be an issue in her policies at all.  That choice, however, was not hers to make.  Religion was, in her day, not just a political issue, but the political issue.  As a political figure, she was forced to use it to her advantage as much as possible. 

The assertion of Mary's panegyrists is that she had no intention of restoring Catholicism (it is, actually, most accurate to say that their assertion is that she had no political goals or interests whatsoever.)  In other words, she was naive enough to believe that she, a Catholic, could successfully rule a Protestant country, and succeed to the English throne without making her core support group, the Catholics, as strong as possible.  Actually, she clearly understood that it was not even possible, under her present circumstances.  Until she was in a favorable position to enact her goal of absolute sovereignty, she was left to bargain from a position of weakness, not strength, and she knew it.  When she told Throckmorton, before she left France, that "she meant to constrain none of her subjects" 4 in religion, but wished they were all as she was, she was frankly expressing both her goals and her awareness of the current limitations on those goals.  If she could have achieved her political aims without getting into the issue of religious faith, she would have much preferred to do so, as she considered it irrelevant.  Unfortunately, the combative atmosphere of Reformation-era Europe made it impossible to set aside the politics of religion.  She did not like it, but she could not ignore it, either. 

At the beginning of her reign in Scotland, she seemed content to leave her long-term plans in a holding pattern, while she awaited future events.  As politically necessary as a husband was, she showed no personal desire to remarry--indeed, one gets the definite impression that she found the prospect slightly distasteful.  King Philip, in his slow-moving way, had responded with guarded interest to Mary's desire to reopen the Don Carlos negotiations.  This was still the marriage on which she had set her head, if not her heart, and while there was still the slightest hope of it coming to pass she refused to seriously consider any lesser offers. 

Various other names were suggested, with little interest on her part:  The King of Sweden, the King of Denmark, the Protestant Duke of Norfolk, England's leading peer, the Archduke Charles of Austria...none of them had the political and financial resources to compare with Spain's, and, with the exception of the Archduke, they were all Protestant, something that Mary found politically unacceptable. 

The Catholic Countess of Lennox, Margaret Douglas, had been, ever since Francis' death, eagerly lobbying Mary to consider her son, Henry Stuart, Lord Darnley, whom many considered, after Mary, to be heir to the throne of England.  Lady Lennox was born from Henry VIII's sister Margaret Tudor's disasterous second marriage to the Scottish Earl of Angus, made after Margaret's first husband, Scotland's King James IV, was killed at the battle of Flodden.  Lady Lennox was thus niece to one King (Henry VIII) half-sister to another (James V) and aunt to a Queen (Mary Stewart,) making her a potent political force in British Catholic circles.  (Her close friend Mary Tudor, desperate to keep her half-sister Elizabeth from succeeding her as Queen, had seriously considered officially naming Lady Lennox herself as her heir.)  The Countess, from Mary's point of view, had great potential for being either a helpful ally--or a dangerous rival. 

When Mary arrived in Scotland, one of her first visitors was Darnley's tutor, Arthur Lyhart, whom the Countess had sent north to stimulate Mary's interest in the match.  Mary received him cordially, and asked him many questions about his young pupil, but tactfully avoided encouraging his hopes.  Lady Lennox, undaunted, continued bombarding Mary and the leading Scottish nobles with letters and envoys, pointing out the desirability of Mary and Darnley combining their twin claims to Elizabeth's throne. 

Mary, however, made it clear she was not interested.  Despite his dynastic claims, Darnley simply did not seem good enough for her.  Aside from his Tudor blood, he was a nobody, with no wealth, power of his own, or rank, and he was little more than a boy, besides--several years her junior.  (It is disputed whether he was born in 1545 or 1546.)5 She had no indication that the lad possessed, in compensation, any great personal qualities.  His father was a traitor.  Many years back, the Earl of Lennox had been driven out of Scotland, and his lands confiscated, because of his treasonous dealings with the English.  Mary could hardly forget such stellar behavior.  The Lennoxes never forgot it, either--for the past two decades, the Earl and his wife had been endlessly petitioning both the English and Scottish courts in the hopes of getting the Earl's lands back.  The Lennoxes, meanwhile, lived a relatively spartan existence on their estate in Yorkshire, which provided another huge motive for their eldest son to marry a Scottish Queen.  It seemed to be the only way they would ever recover their property. 

Mary found Lady Lennox's aggressiveness on the subject of the marriage fairly obnoxious, but she did not discourage her communications.  Mary still had high hopes for an alliance with Spain, but it was her habit, in any situation, to keep as many options open for herself as possible.  Besides, the Countess was, after all, the de facto leader of the English Catholic party, so it would hardly do to unnecessarily offend her... 

During this period, Mary mostly wished, after the period of unhappiness she had just experienced, and before she tackled the political struggles she knew lay ahead, to simply relax and enjoy herself as much as was possible in her dour new surroundings.  She was, by nature, fun-loving, vivacious, and sociable, and the fascinating eighteen-year-old hoped, since she could not at present work her political wiles on her grim countrymen, to win them over personally.  She threw herself with enthusiasm into a round of banquets, public "progresses," the dances that were her favorite form of recreation, masques, and other courtly entertainments.  Her habitual desire for non-stop activity and socializing was also probably, as is the case with many apparent extroverts, a needed distraction from her private unhappiness with life--James Melville, in his "Memoirs," made the revealing comment that Mary was “something sad when solitary."
6 

When Knox and his ilk howled over all this merrymaking, claiming that it turned the court into little more than a brothel, Mary merely laughed, cheerfully replying that she had been fortunate enough to be raised in "joyusitie."  She soon won the affection of the majority of her people, due to the sincere goodwill she habitually showed to one and all (until they gave her good reason to feel otherwise,) as well as the personal charm that everyone agreed could be irresistible, when she chose to utilize it.  (Elizabeth herself was later to remark in frustration that "there seems to be something sublime in the words and bearing of the Queen of Scots that constrains even her enemies to speak well of her.")7
 

This charm, it should be pointed out, was one that seemed equally potent on both men and women.  All the more lurid mythology surrounding Mary arises from the notion that she was the ultimate "vamp," the Playboy centerfold of the history textbooks, or, as one writer colorfully dubbed her, "Queen Honeypot."  Even some of the more scholarly historians, beguiled by the propaganda of her enemies (sexually oriented slander was the most popular weapon of the time,) picture her as a capricious, sexually obsessed coquette, using her feminine wiles to turn men's heads and lure them into her web.  While this image of Mary makes an entertaining subject for those historians and novelists with a taste for soft-core pornography, it appears to have as little resemblance to the truth as the opposing image of her as a prudish, saintly, child-like innocent.  The great basis of her appeal, in actuality, lay in the fact that she fit neither of these two stereotypes.  What seemed to charm everyone of both sexes was her sheer naturalness and humanity.  She was friendly, approachable, with a "one of the guys" sense of camaraderie, without losing her innate sense of dignity.  She obviously respected herself, so she inspired respect, (however reluctant in the case of her enemies) in others.  Her virtue, to the great disgust of her enemies, was unassailable.  Passionate and emotional as her nature was, she was not one for light flirtations--in fact, those very qualities of hers would ensure she could not take romance lightly, or bestow her affections easily.  She was ready to be perfectly friendly with all around her, but there was not a hint of intentional flirtatiousness in her manner.  It is also clear that, despite the best efforts of the gossips, everyone, at heart, knew it. 

And so the beginning of Mary's personal reign showed hope of being as peaceful as any Scottish monarch's could be.  The Protestants settled into a watchful silence.  The Catholics fell into a hopeful anticipation.  Mary held entertainments and introduced herself to her people.  And Lord James and Lethington ruled Scotland.
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It looked as though matters would remain on a fairly even keel as long as Lord James and Lethington, under the patronage of Elizabeth, were allowed to remain in control of the government.  To ensure the continuance of the status quo, their first objective was to rid Scotland of everyone they considered a rival or a troublemaker.  Heading their lists in both those categories was the Earl of Bothwell. 

Bothwell had been keeping a fairly low profile since Mary's return.  Although Mary had insisted on naming Bothwell to her Privy Council, his many political enemies had been able to keep him out of any other prominent role in government.  This, as well as Bothwell's distaste for court life, kept him where he felt most at home, on Scotland's borders or on its seas.  There, Bothwell was content to perform his various law enforcement and administrative duties, which were pleasantly enlivened by the occasional skirmish with his English counterparts.   His accomplishments at this time were commemorated in a later letter of Mary's, where she gratefully recalled that "after our return, [to Scotland] he gave his whole study to the forthsetting of our authority, and avoided no danger in suppressing the rebellious subjects inhabiting the countries lying nearest the marches of England.  And within a short time he brought them to a perfect quietness, with the intention of passing forward in the like service in all other parts of the realm."1 

His enemies seemed equally happy to have him as far away from the center of power as possible.  From the time of Mary's arrival, there was a blatant conspiracy to keep Bothwell away from the Queen. 

His enemies--Lord James and Lethington most prominently--also took advantage of his many absences from court to slander and belittle him to Mary, seeking to impress her with the idea that Bothwell was a thoroughly bad character who was to be completely shunned. 2 

It would probably be giving Bothwell's enemies too much credit for clairvoyance to say that they were able to anticipate what was to happen between Mary and Bothwell.  All one can say is that, from the beginning, his opponents felt it was of the utmost importance to keep the pair far apart. 

It is striking, reading even the earliest accounts of Mary's reign, the interest everyone took in her relations with Bothwell.  It has been noted how, in both the diplomatic and informal correspondence of the day, their association was subjected to a great scrutiny, on an oddly personal level, much more so than was usual with a monarch and a subject.3 

Mary, of course, was soon made aware that she was the focus of a deliberate anti-Bothwell propaganda campaign.  What she probably could not understand, at that moment, was precisely why this was so, and what was intended from it.  She was soon to find out. 

As it happened, only a few months into Mary's reign, Bothwell himself (aided, ironically, by Mary) was to give his enemies precisely what they had been looking for--the chance to rid the scene of him completely. 

The trouble traced back to Bothwell's ongoing feud with the Hamilton clan.  This was largely incited by Bothwell's All Hallows Eve raid in 1559, when he seized the English gold that was being sent to aid the Scottish rebels.  One of the leaders of this Protestant rebellion was the Earl of Arran. 

In retaliation for Bothwell‘s act, forces led by Arran besieged his main residence, Crichton Castle, sending Bothwell warning that they would demolish it if the gold was not immediately returned.  Bothwell contemptuously refused, and Crichton was accordingly sacked and looted. 

Bothwell laughed the news off, feeling the loss of his home was well worth the pleasure of seeing the rebels so discomfited.  However, he took the opportunity to send Arran a challenge to settle their differences in single combat.  (Unfortunately for chivalry, this bout never took place.  The mere thought of a personal encounter with Bothwell caused Arran to quickly send a horrified refusal.) 

The strife between Bothwell and the Hamiltons escalated.  Then, in December of 1561, Bothwell was warned that the Hamiltons planned a Christmas Eve surprise for him.  They would be lying in wait as he made his way back to his lodging after a dinner party, and he would be assaulted by a force of some three hundred men.  (This seems to have been the general contemporary estimate of what constituted a fair fight against Bothwell.) 

Bothwell immediately assembled some five hundred of his own partisans to join him in confronting his would-be assailants.  The Edinburgh townspeople, hearing what was afoot, fled to their homes and barred their doors, anticipating a full-scale war in their streets. 

Bothwell, fortunately, took the time to send a message to the Queen.  He informed her that, alas, he must temporarily absent himself from court, and took care to explain why. 

Mary, in response (as Bothwell undoubtedly knew she would) sent an armed force into the middle of town, ordering all the combatants to immediately disperse and return to their homes, thus averting any immediate riots. 

The next day, Mary, who was losing her patience with the incessant (and, in her view, completely stupid) quarrels among her nobility, summoned all the leaders of the recent uproar to Holyrood for a furious royal talking-to. 

All parties involved proved unrepentant (the nadir of ridiculousness being supplied by Arran and his father, the Duke of Chatelherault--described by one contemporary as "half an idiot"--who refused to accept Mary’s attempted arbitration of the dispute until Bothwell, whom the Hamiltons blamed for starting the whole mess, made a speech of apology and submission in the market square.  To the sound of trumpets, no less.  Bothwell's precise response to this demand is, no doubt fortunately, not recorded.) 

Mary had had enough.  Bothwell had been planning to leave Edinburgh a few days hence, to oversee preparations for the upcoming wedding between his sister Janet and Lord John Stewart, Mary's favorite among her plethora of illegitimate half-brothers.  Mary asked him to leave town immediately.  She hoped that, in his absence, tempers would have a chance to cool. 

Not long after this incident, Mary, seemingly unable to leave bad enough alone, made another effort to resolve the feud, for Bothwell's sake as well as her own.  Disregarding the fact that Arran was bedridden with one of his spells of mental breakdown, she summoned him to appear before the Privy Council, to sign a formal peace bond with Bothwell.  Arran made a weak attempt at defiance, but Mary, using her latent but powerful ability to intimidate, carried the day. 

Bothwell, however willingly he carried out the Queen's wishes, was less sanguine than she about the power of signatures on paper.  He knew more practical measures for dealing with his adversary would be needed.  As it happened, he was in a mood to be receptive to the Queen's peacemaking efforts, albeit for practical, not idealistic reasons.  His pocketbook, at the moment, was particularly flat.  For his sister’s wedding, he had been determined to show the attendees--particularly his most illustrious guest, the Queen--as fine an entertainment as they had ever seen.  He succeeded, but the effort had cost him a sum he could ill-afford to lose. 

From a financial standpoint, the feud with Arran was the last thing he needed.  Every time he came to court, he was forced to be on his guard against any more sudden Hamilton uprisings.  This meant visiting Edinburgh accompanied by a small army of his own.  The cost of having to feed and house the whole pack of ruffians was, he reflected, no joke.  If he could save himself a good amount of money, and please the Queen as well, perhaps it would be worth the effort of trying to come to terms with that pathetic half-wit Arran and the rest of his miserable clan... 

Bothwell was never one to waste time.  Soon after signing the "peace treaty," he paid a call on John Knox, with a view to enlisting the preacher as mediator. 

Knox was the obvious choice to serve as go-between for Bothwell and Arran.  Arran was a great friend of Knox, the Hamilton being fond of portraying himself as the Protestant Kirk's most godly member.  (It was considered irrelevant that Arran was keeping a married woman of questionable morals as his mistress.) 

Knox, surprisingly, seemed to have a genuine soft spot for Bothwell.  For all the minister's fulminations about Satan's representatives on Earth (that is, about anyone who opposed John Knox,) he had a certain respect for his political enemy, the decidedly unholy Bothwell.  This was evidently partly due to the fact that Knox’s ancestors had, for generations, served under the Hepburns, and partly because there was a distinct, albeit distant, blood tie between the two--like Bothwell, Knox had a Sinclair mother.  Also, the young man's devil-may-care ways probably privately amused Knox, who, whatever his faults, was not without a certain sense of humor. 

Judging from Knox's own account of their conversation, Bothwell, in his laconic way, explained the situation.  Feuds were a luxury he could ill-afford, he said.  He realized the Queen had a point--that it was ridiculous for him to continue wasting his time and money on the likes of the Earl of Arran.  If the Hamiltons were willing to forget the past, Bothwell assured Knox, so was he. 

There were few things Knox enjoyed more than sticking his nose in other people's business.  The idea of acting as peacemaker in the famous Bothwell/Arran feud absolutely delighted him.  Consider it done, he assured Bothwell.  He hoped these peace overtures meant that Bothwell meant to turn over a new leaf, to "continue in Godliness..."4 

Here Bothwell cut the conversation short. 

Knox found his role of peacemaker much easier than he imagined.  If Bothwell had financial incentives for ending the quarrel, Arran had loftier, more spiritually oriented ones:  Bothwell scared him to death.  He was still shuddering at the memory of Bothwell challenging him to single combat, and he would be more than happy never to be put in such danger again.  Knox managed to calm Arran's apprehensions, and a meeting was arranged between the two Earls. 

When Bothwell arrived at the summit, Arran had one of his characteristic sudden switches of mood.  He joyfully flung himself into the somewhat disconcerted arms of his old enemy, full of emotional exclamations over how happy he was that he and Bothwell could now be friends. 

This may have been a bit more than Bothwell had been bargaining for, but he amicably accepted Arran's offers of comradeship, and after a brief conversation with his erstwhile enemy, withdrew from the scene. 

Mary's dealings with Arran could not be settled with such apparent ease.  Her problems with him were different, but equally troublesome.  Arran's wits had always been cloudy ("He takes it of his mother,"5 Chatelherault explained chivalrously.)  However, he took a decided turn for the worse after a sojourn at the court of France during his youth. 

Here, he met Mary for the first time, with the most unfortunate results.  It seems that her beauty caused him to lose his mind.  In his muddled way, he had been pining for her ever since, a condition that only worsened with her return to Scotland. 

No matter how many times Mary tried to make it clear to him that she found him totally unacceptable as a husband, both politically and personally, the man would not let go of his delusions.  He and Mary were made for each other, he swooned. 

Accentuating Arran's obsession with Mary was the fact that he could easily have been her husband.  As was noted earlier, when it looked as though Mary would never return to Scotland, a plan was offered to Elizabeth to marry Arran (who was generally regarded as next in line to the Scottish throne.)  After Elizabeth firmly rejected the idea, upon Mary's return to her kingdom, it was suggested that she should wed Arran herself.  This proposal had the support of the English government, as Arran was a Protestant of no great political pretensions.  He would be no great asset to Mary, either politically or personally. 

Of course, these were the precise reasons why Mary rejected Arran without a second thought.  Unfortunately, the idea of "what might have been" seemed to become "what will be" in Arran's mind, to the point where he seems to have convinced himself that, deep down, Mary wanted their marriage as much as he did, and only antagonistic political forces were keeping them apart.  He began dropping dark hints about the ease with which the Queen could be abducted from Holyrood--hints which Mary took seriously.  She doubled her personal bodyguard after the palace was thrown into an uproar one night over a false alarm that Arran was actually coming with a company of men to carry her off.  This fantasy of the Hamilton heir was soon to have the most dire consequences. 

Several days after his rapprochement with Bothwell, Arran burst into the home of John Knox, hysterically wailing that he was betrayed. 

Knox asked by whom. 

"One Judas or another," Arran cried.  "I know it is only my life that is sought.  I regard it not." 

The minister listened incredulously as Arran launched into a rambling, difficult to follow story.  From what Knox could understand, Arran claimed that Bothwell had enlisted him into a scheme to kill Lord James and Lethington, kidnap the Queen, and carry her off to the Hamilton fortress of Dumbarton.  Then, once Bothwell had placed the Queen into Arran's waiting arms, he and Arran would rule Scotland together. 

"But I know this is devised to accuse me of treason," Arran screeched.  "I know he will inform the Queen.  I take you to witness that I open it here to you.  I will pass incontinent and write to the Queen's Majesty." 

Knox tried to soothe Arran, saying that if he did not consent to the scheme, he could not be held responsible.  Arran was not consoled. 

"You do not understand what craft is used," he replied.  "It is treason to conceal treason." 

Knox advised him to simply go home and forget the whole thing.  Arran would not listen. 

"He will offer me the combat!"  Arran shrieked.  (He knew his Bothwell.)  "That would not be suffered in France!"6 

Before Knox could stop him, Arran dashed from the house, back to his own lodgings.  There, he sent a letter to Mary. 

Arran gave her a slightly different version of the supposed plot.  He had enemies, he said, who were seeking to prevent their marriage.  To defeat their schemes, Bothwell promised to kidnap the Queen for him, leaving Arran free to do as he liked with her. 

His letter dispatched, Arran rode to his family's residence at Keneil.  Chatelherault, recognizing that Arran was suffering from one of his increasingly frequent fits of insanity, locked him in his room.  Despite this precaution, Arran got out yet another letter, (via the English Ambassador, Thomas Randolph, of all people) to Lord James and the Queen.  (Written, suspiciously enough, in cypher.)  In this version of events, so we are told, Arran accused his father of being the plot's ringleader.  (We cannot know for sure what was in Arran's original letter--we only hear of the "decoding" helpfully provided by Randolph.) 

His latest bombshell sent, Arran capped off his night's activities by lowering himself out his window with a rope made out of his bedsheets, and disappearing. 

Almost simultaneously with the delivery of this most peculiar letter to Lord James,  Arran's kinsman, Gavin Hamilton (who had been the leader of the attempt to murder Bothwell in the Edinburgh streets the previous Christmas) presented himself to the Queen.  He told her of Arran's fit of madness, declaring that no one, including Bothwell, had any such plot in mind.  John Knox also sent Lord James warning that Arran was becoming increasingly delusional and was liable to say and do anything. 

When Mary heard Arran's entire story, she was unimpressed, dismissing his tales with the comment that he should either provide proof for his charges or admit to having lied.  She was inclined to ignore the man. 

This was, of course, precisely what Lord James was not about to do.  Aside from his enmity towards Bothwell, he certainly also had reason to destroy both Arran and his father, the Duke.  Thanks to their close proximity to the throne, the Hamiltons were one of the most powerful families in Scotland.  This went against Lord James' plans, which were simply that no one in Scotland should have power, other than himself.  To be handed a weapon capable of destroying his worst enemy and an influential rival clan in one stroke, seemed positively miraculous. 

Too good to be true, in fact. 

Lord James pointed out to Mary that such serious allegations could not be lightly dismissed.  He ordered the immediate arrests of Arran and Bothwell. 

Meanwhile, the hyperactive Arran fled to Stirling, to seek shelter with his friend, William Kirkcaldy of Grange.  There, "he began to rave and speak strange purposes, as devils and witches and such like, fearing all men that they came to kill him."7 (Among the witches he named was Lord James' mother.)  He also imagined that he was already married to Mary, and in her bed. 

Kirkcaldy, not knowing what to do with him, sent for Lord James. 

By the time Lord James arrived, eager to hear additional revelations, Arran had begun to recover somewhat.  He seemed not to have the slightest idea what everyone was talking about.  He knew nothing of any plots.  In fact, he could not recall anything he had said or done for the last several days.  Exasperated, Lord James had him taken into custody. 

In the meantime, Bothwell, who had been away and knew nothing of what was transpiring, arrived at court.  Much to his astonishment, he was greeted by his immediate arrest. 

After hearing Arran's allegations, Bothwell again challenged him to single combat.  (Arran was at least accurate in this respect.)  Soon realizing, however, that Arran mad was  even less able to fight him than Arran sane, Bothwell--who obviously felt he had nothing to hide--demanded to be put on trial. 

Mary, caught in the middle of the uproar, would evidently have agreed.  However, here, again, Lord James and Lethington overruled her. 

Bothwell could not be tried, they pointed out smugly.  If he were acquitted, then that would make Arran guilty of making false charges of treason--a capital offense.  This would only make matters worse.  To execute a nobleman who was next in line to the throne, who was of a prominent family, someone in high standing in the Kirk...the scandal would be enormous.  The Protestants would very likely go into open rebellion against her. 

And should Bothwell be found guilty...(one wonders if Lord James and Lethington permitted themselves slight smiles here)...not only would she be obligated to execute Arran, but Bothwell, also.  Did she care to risk that? 

Mary (perhaps she did catch them smiling) did not. 

What followed next is best summarized by Mary herself, in an account she gave years later. 

She wrote, "As envy ever follows virtue and this country is somewhat subject to factions, others by reports and misconstruing of his [Bothwell's] doings went about to put him out of our good grace.  At length, upon colors invented by his evil-willers, for satisfying them that would not abide his advancement, and avoiding of further contention which might have brought the whole realm into trouble, we were compelled to put him in ward."8
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Looking back over a vantage of over four hundred years, it is impossible to know  precisely what was behind the whole Arran affair, the most bizarre event of Mary's reign up to the time of Kirk o'Field. 

When one looks at the obvious key to unraveling any mystery, namely, "Who benefited?"  Lord James is the only name to arise.  It was no secret that he wanted Bothwell dead, or, at least, neutralized.  He wished as much harm as possible to the Hamiltons, as well.  Also, one would dearly like to know more about this cyphered letter Arran supposedly sent. 

We will never know for certain if Lord James was actually responsible for the wild ideas in Arran's deranged mind.  "Agent provocateur" was one of Lord James' favorite roles, as it was perfectly in keeping with his behind-the-scenes, anonymous methods.  Knowing Arran's obsession with Mary, it certainly would not be difficult to plant dangerous delusions regarding the Queen into his thoughts.  Certainly Arran's initial ramblings to John Knox seem to indicate a plot-within-a-plot of some sort. 

Conversely, it possible that it was not necessary for Lord James to act as Arran's instigator--that he only needed to take full advantage of this gift Arran had handed him.  The only real indications of this are some vague contemporary allusions, indicating that it was suspected in some circles that Arran's tale of kidnapping and marriage was essentially correct, only he got a couple of important details wrong. 

James Anthony Froude, assessing these hints and allegations, (particularly in view of later events,) in his classic "History of England," believed that Bothwell did indeed have plans for carrying Mary off, but not for Arran--for himself, and with the implication that Mary was neither ignorant of nor displeased by his intentions.  (Mary's nonchalant, "just forget the whole thing" attitude on hearing of the supposed plot, as well as her utter lack of curiosity about whether there was any truth behind Arran's allegations, is undeniably peculiar.)  Unfortunately for the star-crossed couple, Froude concludes their plot failed because "the times were then unripe."1 

A wild notion, perhaps, but, as the future was to show, perhaps not as outlandish as one would immediately suppose. 

What is indisputable about the whole affair was Mary's reaction to it all.  From the time of Bothwell's arrest, she began to nurse an ever-growing resentment towards her half-brother, a resentment all the more powerful because it was, for the moment, frustrated. 

Even though she was the Queen, Lord James had managed to outrank and outmaneuver her.  She felt remorse and guilt that Bothwell's loyalty and service to her mother and herself should reap such a harvest of trouble for him.  It brought home to her the truth that, in Scotland, Lord James was everything, and she herself nothing. 

Not for long, she vowed.  She would soon find a way to get the upper hand in the kingdom that God had entrusted to her--not her bastard brother--to rule.  And when she did, Lord James would have his reckoning. 

In the meantime, most of the reckoning that was being done was directed towards the Hamiltons.  They did not come out well from the Arran fiasco. 

Mary does not seem to have liked the clan much more than Lord James did.  She had no objection to using the incident to bring the notoriously haughty family down a bit. 

Mary ordered the Duke to surrender the castle of Dumbarton to her, but the family was not punished any further. 

After making such a colorful splash in history, Arran almost entirely disappears from record. 

He was kept under a close guard, and his mental and physical condition soon deteriorated to the point where his mind failed completely.  He lived in confinement for the rest of his long life (he lived well into the 17th century.) 

Bothwell was imprisoned in Edinburgh Castle.  As he heard no talk of his being released, or even brought to trial, he came to the logical conclusion that his imprisonment was meant to be an indefinite one...assuming, of course, that Lord James did not have something even more extreme in mind.  It no doubt occurred to the Earl that Lord James and his other enemies at court might seek to close the controversy by having him quietly murdered in his cell. 

As Bothwell later related the story, he had not been able to see Mary or have any communication with her since the beginning of the Arran scandal, and was not completely sure what she thought of the whole situation.  Was it her wish that he should rot in prison forever, or wasn't it? 

He asked some friends (his account does not say whom) who had access to the Queen to question Mary for him and find out what her true feelings were.  He soon received a reply.  As Bothwell said in his memoir, "I discovered that she knew well enough that I had only been accused through motives of personal hatred and envy, but that, for the time being, she was quite unable to give me any assistance, since she wielded virtually no authority at all.  But she sent a message that I was to do the best I could for myself." 

Bothwell added matter-of-factly, "Because of this reply, I made every effort to get out of prison."2 

He did not wait long.  Soon after getting this message, on a stormy night in August 1562, Bothwell escaped, instantly making himself the stuff of legend in the process. The story is that he was able to loosen the bars off one of his windows enough to climb through it.  He thereupon made the long, moon-lit climb down the steep crags of the Castle Rock, and disappeared into the night. 

He visited his mother, who lived nearby, and his castle of Crichton, while he mortgaged lands to fund his immediate needs.  He then made his way to his Border fortress of Hermitage Castle, where, seemingly with no fear of recapture, he calmly settled down to plan his next move.  (Coming to his aid at this juncture was a former mistress of his named Janet Beaton.  This rather exotic lady--of whom we will hear more later--had, like Bothwell, a quite well-earned reputation for witchcraft.  When Janet, who lived near the Hermitage, heard that Bothwell had arrived there, without a penny to his name, she immediately arrived at his castle, bearing provisions and sympathy.) 

Bothwell had some reason to be sanguine.  It is impossible to know how much truth was in the rumors claiming that Mary knew rather more about the fugitive's escape and current whereabouts than she let on, but she undeniably refused to lift a finger to try and find him.  Lord James could fume as he liked. 

And fume Lord James did.  He was furious at Bothwell's escape.  The thought of that wretch, that pirate, that rogue, that damned sorcerer having escaped his net, only to go swaggering off to the Border, no doubt laughing his head off at him, galled Lord James' pious soul no end. 

However, at that time, he had other things to attend to.  Dealing with Bothwell would have to wait. 

The Gordon clan had turned rebel.
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Perhaps now it would be appropriate to begin referring to Lord James by his new title, the name by which he is known in history:  the Earl of Moray.  Appropriate because it was his acquisition of the title that was one of the key factors that drove the Gordon clan, led by their patriarch, the Earl of Huntly, into open revolt. 

Mary's reasons for giving her brother this title, one he had long coveted, are obscure.  Some assert she performed the investiture in the spirit of someone throwing a dangerous dog a large bone, in the hopes that the dog will be too busy gnawing his prize to cause any mischief.  Or that she was, knowing her precarious position, still trying to be on as good terms with her dangerously powerful and influential brother as possible.  The Guises were still advising her, since she had few other options at the moment, that it was imperative to stay closely allied with him.  (The Guises, as it happened, were themselves causing Mary political problems.  In May 1562, they conducted a massacre of Huguenots at Vassey.  This act, which Mary sourly referred to as an "unadvised enterprise,"1 made her the target of a good deal of condemnation-by-association in both England and Scotland.)  Her family's unpopular actions left Mary in particular need to stay on publicly friendly terms with her ultra-Protestant sibling.  Whatever Mary's reasons for bestowing the title, its first result was to cause a good deal of trouble with the Gordons. 

The Gordons were the largest and most powerful Catholic force in Scotland.  Their leader, Huntly, ruled the Highlands as virtually his own private fiefdom.  Certainly, he was more of a King there than Mary was a Queen anywhere.  He had also for some time been conducting deep and highly secret negotiations with foreign leaders, as well as the Protestant party in Scotland, all with the aim of bolstering his own power.  It was his intent that he, not Mary, should be the leader of Scotland's Catholics. 

Compounding Mary's growing antipathy towards the clan was her claim that Huntly also intended to consolidate his power by forcing her to marry his son, John.  (Sir John already had a wife, but that was regarded as only a minor difficulty.)  Huntly was definitely not, to Mary, the ally one would have expected him to be, but a dangerous rival. 

Which is where the earldom of Moray came in.  For the moment, it was an empty title.  The lands that went with the earldom were under the unofficial control of Huntly.  If the new Earl of Moray wished to possess these lands, there were two choices:  Either Huntly would voluntarily surrender these lands, or they would have to be taken from him. It was this standoff that seems to have provoked the Gordon rebellion. 

This revolt, like most things concerning Mary, is a remarkably complicated and murky affair.  Like the Casket Letters, it has inspired its own separate school of study among Marian scholars.  Each historian has a different view of the rebellion.  Some say that it was a direct challenge to Mary--that, as she herself claimed, the Gordons wished to rule Scotland themselves, and force the Queen into a marriage alliance with them.  (In other words, they wished to free her from Moray's dominance so they themselves could do the dominating.)  Others see the rebellion as a premeditated conspiracy of Moray’s where, for his own selfish ends, he manipulated both Mary and Huntly into a standoff where he could achieve the latter’s destruction.  However, Huntly’s long history of self-aggrandizing, slippery, and foolish behavior makes this theory an unpopular one; the driving force behind the campaign against Huntly was clearly Mary, not Moray, although she and her brother were certainly working in a rare unanimity of purpose. Mary's motives for the expedition against the Gordons have also been variously interpreted.  While she certainly wished the to keep the over-mighty clan in check (she was already having enough problems dealing with her brother's predominance,) and she welcomed this chance to demonstrate to Elizabeth and the English Protestants that she was no slave to Catholicism, she probably did not start out with the intention of utterly destroying the Gordons.   However, the family's increasingly belligerent attitude made this destruction, in her view, unavoidable. 

One thing, at least, is clear about the military confrontation the Crown launched against the Gordons:  Mary immensely enjoyed the whole adventure.  She had always had a definite Amazon streak to her nature; action, not words, was her natural bent, and the experience of riding out at the head of an army positively exhilarated her.  Thomas Randolph, the English Ambassador, commented bemusedly, "In all these garboils, I never saw her merrier.  Her only regret was that 'she was not a man, to know what life it was to lie all night in the fields, or to walk on the causeway with a jack and knapschulle, a Glasgow buckler, and a broadsword.'"2 

There was an encounter between the Crown forces and the Gordons that is known as the battle of Corrichie, but in truth, there was hardly any fighting whatsoever.  The outnumbered and intimidated Gordons instantly collapsed. 

The Gordons were to pay dearly for their rebellion.  Huntly died immediately afterwards, under somewhat vague and mysterious circumstances.  (History assumes his exertions drove him to a stroke or heart attack.  However, Bothwell, in his memoir, stated that Moray had him murdered.)  Huntly's son, Sir John, who appears to have instigated the rebellion after he broke out of prison (he had been jailed after a violent public brawl with an old enemy of his,) was executed, his eldest son imprisoned, and the family's estates confiscated by the Crown. 

The rebellion was to have its effect on Bothwell's fortunes, as well.  The Gordons had tried to enlist his support, hoping that his recent difficulties would be enough to induce him to turn rebel.  In this, however, not only were they unsuccessful, but they, and all their potential allies, were advised by Bothwell "to keep good quiet."3 Aside from his distaste for anything resembling disloyalty, he felt their actions were sheer suicidal stupidity--that in seeking to overthrow Moray, they were only handing him the excuse he needed to destroy them.  Unfortunately for the Gordons, his advice was ignored. 

When Bothwell heard of Moray's triumph, he decided that his enemy's predominance was now so firmly established that Scotland, at the moment, was no place for him.  Probably with Mary's secret agreement, he resolved to go to France and wait for a more favorable political atmosphere.  He felt certain that time would soon come.  He had no great opinion of Moray's abilities and he felt the man's greed would inevitably lead him to over-reach himself. 

In December of 1562, Bothwell boarded a ship bound for France.  Once he was there, he had reason to believe the patronage of Mary's Guise relations could obtain for him the post of Captain of the Scots Guards (otherwise known as the Bodyguard of the Virgin Mary,) a neo-Templar military organization that was the official guard of the French kings. 

Bothwell's plans, however, were soon foiled.  His ship was caught in a storm and wrecked on Holy Island, on the English border.  Once he made it ashore, his whereabouts for the next week are undocumented, but there is reason to believe he walked the twenty miles over the Scottish border, where his sister Janet and her husband, Mary's half-brother John, lived.  It is known he borrowed a much-needed two thousand crowns from the pair, and he most likely took shelter with them until he could find passage on another ship. 

Coincidentally or not, at this very time, Mary was seized with a sudden urge to visit her favorite brother.  She appeared on his doorstep, "to be merry" with him, accompanied by only a few attendants, and stayed for the next four or five days.4 

Whether Mary and Bothwell’s paths actually crossed at this juncture or not, they had both come to the conclusion that they could be of little help to each other, at the moment.  Bothwell would go to France, where he had many friends, and await a more favorable spin of Fortune's wheel. 

Bothwell's run of bad luck was not yet played out, however.  The next we hear of him, he had found lodging at the home of a Northumberland man, John Rively, while he arranged for his passage for France.  Most unfortunately, word of his whereabouts reached the ears of Thomas Randolph, the English Ambassador.  Randolph was a malicious busybody obsessed with making Bothwell's life as difficult as possible.  He sent word to the English garrison at nearby Berwick of Bothwell's presence in the area, ordering that he be apprehended. 

When the English soldiers came to Rively's house, Bothwell's host showed an odd notion of hospitality.  He got Bothwell's men to unbolt the door of their lodgings by announcing that friends of Bothwell had arrived who urgently needed to speak to him.  As soon as the door was unlocked, the garrison rushed in and arrested Bothwell. 

(It has been supposed, incidentally, that Rively was rather more than a mere treacherous coward--that he had all along been a double agent for the English government.  This is likely, especially given Bothwell's reported comment that "he meant not to kill any in England so soon as Cecil, and one Rively.")5 

When Randolph heard of Bothwell's capture, he was thoroughly pleased with himself.  He happily scampered off to acquaint Mary with the glad news that her fugitive had been apprehended. 

Mary's reaction was not quite what Randolph had hoped it would be.  When she heard that Bothwell was in the hands of the English, Randolph reported that she stood staring at him in complete silence.  (He later reported sarcastically, "I stood long in doubt whether she did con me any thank for my news or not.") 

The Ambassador sought to ease the quiet tension that suddenly filled the air by assuring Mary that her fugitive had been captured "for goodwill borne her." 

The Queen did not respond. 

Mary finally broke her stillness by murmuring something about consulting with her council, and she quickly departed. 

Randolph afterwards reported Mary's odd behavior to the more sympathetic audience of Lethington and the Earl of Moray.  They responded with the tragic information that Mary was much more favorable towards Bothwell "than there was good cause."  Moray added glumly that "The Queen is persuaded that whatsoever we say against him is rather of hate to his person, than that he has deserved."6 

Mary instructed Randolph to ask Elizabeth for Bothwell's extradition.  The envoy was, at first, inclined to agree.  He assumed that, once Bothwell was back in Scotland, Moray would soon find a way to permanently remove his enemy from the picture. 

Moray and Lethington were not so sanguine.  Bothwell's return was the last thing they wanted.  They had far less confidence than Randolph in their ability to handle Bothwell.  They knew the man too well.  They were aware that, no matter what the circumstances, Mary would never consent to Bothwell's execution, and they felt certain that nothing short of the grave would be able to contain Bothwell.  There did not seem to be a prison that could hold the man. 

Moray, in particular, found himself becoming increasingly suspicious and resentful of Mary and Bothwell's relationship.  If Bothwell returned to Scotland, Moray felt certain Mary would sooner or later find a way to restore him to favor, and what would happen then?  Moray did not care to think about it.  As he was soon to inform Mary, Scotland could not hold both himself and Bothwell. 

Through Randolph, he and Lethington, without Mary's knowledge, instead sent word to Cecil begging him to hold Bothwell in a secure grip.  Under no circumstances was he to be sent home.  Mary's own wishes in the matter were considered irrelevant and easy to ignore. 

Elizabeth--typically--had no idea what she should do about Bothwell.  She seems to have had vague hopes that holding Bothwell in custody might prove useful to her, but she couldn't quite figure out how.  However, there was one thing she understood quite clearly.  If Mary wanted Bothwell to be released, that was precisely what must not happen. 

Bothwell's treatment, in the meantime, was by no means severe.  He had quickly won the friendship of his "jailer" Sir Henry Percy, and his brother Thomas, the Earl of Northumberland.  The Percies were a family long known for their involvement in alchemy and the other so-called "black arts"--they were later patrons of noted wizard John Dee--which doubtless fostered a deep sense of brotherhood with Bothwell.  He soon became more of an honored houseguest than a prisoner, and the brothers Percy wrote to Cecil and Queen Elizabeth, speaking well of the Scottish lord ("the Earl is very wise,"7 Sir Henry commented, "and is not the man he is reported to be.")  They joined Mary in calling for Bothwell's release.  Elizabeth was not about to do that, but she was sufficiently impressed to allow Bothwell a greater measure of liberty.  Randolph made clear his disgust at Bothwell's popularity, asking sarcastically "by what good means or deserts towards her or her country he has conquered so many friendly hearts that any man can either speak good of him or write in his favor."8 

Although the details are unknown, Mary and Bothwell were secretly in communication.  It was even reported that they had a private rendezvous at Dunbar Castle early in 1564.9 Evidently, they were in agreement that every effort should be made to allow him to visit France.  There, Mary's uncles (who had always liked him) could find appropriate work for him until Mary was in a position to obtain his recall. 

Until then, Bothwell stayed in England, in a virtual limbo--something that was, to someone of his active temperament, intensely frustrating. 

Bothwell's downfall brought home to Mary how imperative her need was to free herself from Moray's domination, and establish her own authority.  Until she did, not only would she be flouted and ignored by her enemies, but she would be helpless to protect her friends.  It looked as if her only choice was to make a beneficial matrimonial alliance as soon as possible.  This, however, proved to be easier said than done. 

Mary's plans were still fixed on the Don Carlos match.  Once she was under the protection of Spain, no one would be able to cross her.  She had a grand daydream of ruling a united empire of Scotland, England, and Spain, and she would not relinquish it easily. 

She was not the least dissuaded by the formidable opposition she faced over the scheme.  Moray and Lethington, it is true, seemed to favor the match.  It would have suited them perfectly to have Mary make a foreign marriage that would send her out of Scotland, leaving them to rule without having to deal with even her nominal authority.  However, it was hard to find anyone else who supported the idea. 

The Protestants were naturally appalled at the idea of the Queen marrying into Europe's most powerful Catholic house.  The English Catholics were not happy about the prospect of being ruled by two "foreigners," Catholic or no.  They much preferred Mary to wed their English candidate, Lord Darnley. 

Elizabeth was, of course, petrified by the thought of Mary becoming united with Spain.  If the Scots Queen was going to insist on taking a husband, Elizabeth vowed that he would be one that worked to her own benefit, not Mary's.  Elizabeth and Cecil, pondering the problem, found their thoughts turning to their Catholic countrymen and their unofficial leader, the Countess of Lennox. 

Lady Lennox's son, Darnley, was considered to be Elizabeth's leading male heir.  When Elizabeth nearly died of smallpox in 1562,  the Countess' popularity and influence with her fellow Catholics made the majority of them eager to place Darnley--not Mary--on the English throne.  Even as early as 1560, Philip's envoy in England was informing him that "The general desire here is to have the son of Lady Margaret Lennox for King.  Not only would all sides agree to choose him were the Queen to die without children, but the Catholic lords, if an opportunity offers, may declare for him at once; and at all events they will never again endure a female sovereign."10 Two years later, the same diplomat was still noting that "the Lord Darnley will have the votes of Protestants as well as Catholics...The Catholics rest their whole hopes on him and his mother."11 As Elizabeth was, however, unobliging enough to survive, Darnley's mother was now frantically angling to pressure Mary to consider marriage to him, hoping to doubly guarantee her family's fortunes through the match.  The English Queen and her clever Secretary knew that the Lennoxes were crazed with ambition for their eldest son.  There was nothing they would not do to realize these dreams.  And Darnley--that empty-headed, vapid weakling--was a puppet who would dance to the tune of whoever held his strings. 

As Elizabeth and Cecil considered all this, a plan began to form in their heads... As for Catherine de Medici, now happily ruling France in the name of her witless son Charles, it would not be overstating the case to say that she was obsessed with preventing Mary from marrying Don Carlos.  Ever since Francis II's death, Catherine's number one foreign policy goal was foiling the union between France's chief political enemy and her chief personal one.  In this, she found a surprising source of support in the Guise family.  She had managed to convince them that, as Frenchmen, it would do them no good at all to have Scotland and England as part of the Spanish empire.  Mary's best interests, Catherine pointed out, were no longer theirs.  Accordingly, the Cardinal of Lorraine attempted to interfere with Mary's Spanish negotiations by (without consulting her) beginning his own negotiations for her to marry the Archduke Charles of Austria, a younger son of the Holy Roman Emperor.  He was Catholic, but one without sufficient political, financial, or dynastic clout to help Mary politically or militarily, should it become necessary for her, once Elizabeth eventually died, to assert her claims to the English throne through force of arms.  Besides, as a foreigner, he would be an unpopular choice among both the Scots and the English, Catholic and Protestant alike.  If she married him, she would simply be getting all the drawbacks and dangers of a foreign consort, with none of the benefits.  Realizing this, Mary had, of course, refused to consider the Archduke.  When she heard of her uncle's attempts to sabotage her, she was stunned.  Was there no one who wasn't ready to betray her at the first possible opportunity? 

Catherine, it seems, took even more drastic measures to thwart the match, in the form of a French Huguenot poet named Pierre Chastelard, who had been in the train that accompanied Mary to Scotland.  Mary, increasingly sickened by her homeland and its barbaric nobles, enjoyed his society, as he reminded her of France, a country for which she was becoming decidedly nostalgic.  Chastelard was not much of a poet, but he was a fine dancer, a good musician, and a charming courtier.  What Mary was unaware of was that he was also a political operative, hired, perhaps, not to amuse, but to kill her. 

Chastelard returned to France, but soon headed back to Scotland, making a side trip through London, announcing to one and all that he was going to Scotland to see his "lady-love.”  Some time after his return to Mary's court, a bizarre incident occurred.  Chastelard was discovered one evening, hiding under the Queen's bed.  Mary, understandably taken aback by his odd behavior, severely rebuked and banished him from court.  Seemingly undaunted, he soon returned uninvited, hoping, he explained, to smooth things over with Mary in person.  Instead, what he appears to have done was to again conceal himself in her bedroom.  What happened after Mary retired to her bed that evening is not clear, except that the entire castle was suddenly awakened by loud, piercing sounds that rang through the night.  It was the sound of their Queen, screaming for help.  Moray, in one account of the scene, was the first to arrive.  When Mary saw him, we are told, she ordered that he take his dagger and kill Chastelard on the spot.  However, her more circumspect half-brother demurred.  Instead, Chastelard was arrested, interrogated, (unfortunately, all  records of his trial have vanished,) and, in February of 1563, executed. 

Knox, as can be imagined, made the most of the episode.  It fit in perfectly with Presbyterian propaganda campaigns against her.  In his crude, heavy-handed way, he insinuated this was proof that Mary was a frivolous, immoral libertine who indulged her low appetites with disreputable foreigners.  And then, once she found her lovers troublesome...she had them executed to shut their mouths! 

Afterwards, London’s Spanish Ambassador related an account of the strange incident, giving Lethington as his source.  He stated that when the poet was arrested, he made a confession.  According to the envoy, Chastelard admitted he had been hired by French enemies of Mary’s (Lethington said Mary wrote to him that certain of them were too powerful for her to mention by name on paper,) to compromise Mary’s reputation.  But were there more sinister intentions?  Her determination to have the poet’s head says more must have been involved than Mary or Lethington was willing to publicly say. 

Although Mary never publicly revealed the full roster of Chastelard’s employers, it is difficult to imagine that their leader was anyone other than Catherine de Medici.  She was the only adversary Mary had in France who was important enough to make Mary leery of even identifying her.  Catherine also, at that time, had particular reason to cause Mary trouble.  Mary was reviving the negotiations to marry Don Carlos.  It looked as if the match, which was known to be her most desperate wish, might finally take place.  Philip was notoriously rigid and puritanical.  A sex scandal would certainly help cool Philip’s already hesitant interest in Mary as a daughter-in-law.  For Catherine, however, the issue could only be securely resolved with Mary dead.  Mary’s extreme reaction to Chastelard’s behavior hints that he was neither the amorous poet seeking to satisfy his misguided passions, nor even the unchivalrous rake hired to besmirch her reputation; the kindness, strength of character, sophistication, and sense of humor Mary so often exhibited would have sufficiently sustained her in a ludicrous situation which threatened only her pride.  The need to execute Chastelard suggests that Mary feared for her life.  Is it merely coincidence that soon afterwards, her powerful uncle, the Duke of Guise, considered to be her most important ally on the Continent, was assassinated; that this was immediately followed by the sudden, unexpected deaths of another Guise uncle, the Grand Prior, and her favorite brother John, the husband of the exiled Bothwell’s sister?  The twenty-year-old Queen was left increasingly isolated, lamenting “her want of assured friends,” 12 bitterly remarking that “those whom she loved best were always taken from her.”13 “The world,” she told Randolph, “was not that which men would make it, nor they the happiest that lived the longest in it.”14 

Mary Fleming, her favorite maid-of-honor, slept in her room from then on.  Until she was safely married, she knew, she was a constant target.  Clearly, it was high time that the question of her remarriage was settled for good. 

Around this time, a new figure made himself known in Mary's court, although he would be of no obvious significance until much later.  He was a musician in the entourage of an ambassador of the Duke of Savoy, who visited Scotland in 1561.  Mary hired this musician to join her own group of players, and in 1564, Mary, having become distrustful of her French secretary, Raulet, fired him and appointed the Italian musician in his place.  The man's name was David Rizzio.
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Rizzio is a vague figure in history--he is one of those strange cases of a person who became much more important dead than he was alive.  It is claimed that he probably came from a noble and wealthy Piedmontese family, Rizzio di Solbrito,1 and he may well have had a previous role in Italian diplomatic circles.  There is no proof for the contemporary allegations that he was a Papal spy, but it seems clear that he indeed was a political agent of some sort.  (The popular notion that he came to Scotland as merely a humble traveling minstrel obviously deserves much more skepticism than it has gotten.) 

What is clear is that Mary found him useful as a conduit for her increasingly secret and conspiratorial dealings with the Catholic powers of Europe.  She knew that if she wished to rule absolutely, she would have to do it as a Catholic Queen over a united Catholic kingdom of Scotland and England.  For this to happen, she would need all the help she could get.  She also required a secretary and advisor to assist her in these negotiations.  Rizzio, as a Catholic foreigner of no obvious rank, fit the bill perfectly, as she realized how vitally important it was to keep her Protestant nobility as unaware of her plans as possible.  She still had hopes of marrying Don Carlos, but should Spain fail to help her rule Britain, she would just have to help herself.  That meant securing the military (should it come to that) and financial (it always came to that) backing of all the might of Catholic Europe.  Rizzio was the only person at court she could trust with her plans for restoring Catholicism and taking charge of her unruly nobility. 

These plans, as she moved into the year 1564, were not going terribly well.  By the latter part of that year, Philip, irresolute as he was, found himself so intimidated by the combined menaces of Catherine and Elizabeth that he was able at last to give Mary some sort of semi-definite answer about his son.  Unsurprisingly, that answer was "no." 

Mary was not shocked, but she was painfully disappointed.  Compared to life at the Scottish court, the idea of  taking on one half-mad Spanish degenerate sounded like Paradise.  For all her bravely philosophical remarks about how she was glad to finally get a straight answer out of Philip, because at least she could not now be accused of proceeding hastily, she was terribly discouraged.  Looking over her marital options in the wake of the Don Carlos fiasco, she found she had only two choices left.  She could stay as she was--single, without an heir, and infinitely vulnerable politically.  Or she could wed Lord Darnley. 

He hardly sounded like her dream candidate, but, she reflected, the match did have much to recommend it.  One of the main problems she faced in gaining English support was that she was a childless female, and, worse, a foreign one.  What wasn't Scots in her was French, and it was difficult to say which nationality the English hated the most.  In addition, some claimed that the English common-law rule barring aliens from inheriting property also excluded them from the English throne.  There was always the danger of her opponents using this issue to try to bar her from succeeding Elizabeth.  If she married an Englishman, all these obstacles would be instantly overcome. 

If she married Darnley, she would not only bolster her own claims to the English throne, but neutralize those of a very serious rival.  She had not forgotten how many of the English Catholics, driven on by Lady Lennox, had been ready to crown Darnley--not herself--in 1562. 

At the present time, her position in Scotland was perhaps even more important to her than her English one.  Here, too, marriage to Darnley looked advantageous. 

She desperately needed a power base.  A husband was her only means of getting it--and the heir she required.  Lennox, an exiled Scotsman, and his wife (the daughter of former Scots Queen Margaret Tudor and her second husband, the Scottish Earl of Angus,) had a large network of relatives at Mary's court, pushing the Lennox interests.  If Mary wed Darnley, she reasoned, this network would be pushing for her interests, as well. Darnley's father, the Earl of Lennox, considered himself  next in line to the Scottish throne.  This, of course, caused his family to be at odds with the Hamiltons, who saw themselves as Mary's heirs.  The Hamiltons were still, in Mary's mind, quite capable of causing trouble.  There could be no better check to their ambitions than a marriage to Lennox's son. 

Best of all, once she had married, her brother would no longer be the most powerful man in Scotland.  As she built Darnley up, she would inevitably be tearing Moray down.  Lord Darnley would be the tool she had been looking for to finally put the Royal Bastard in his proper place.  Ever since she came to Scotland, she had quietly been compiling a long list of grievances against Moray, not only on her account, but on her mother's and Bothwell's, also.  The sweet flavor of revenge was itself more than enough, she decided, to make the taste of the Darnley marriage palatable. 

She knew the marriage would be a generally popular one in Scotland.  Darnley was, after all, three-fourths Scots.  More importantly, he would guarantee the Scottish succession to the English throne--something that was as vitally important to her countrymen as it was to herself.  The extreme Protestants would not like it, of course, but they did not like anything she said or did.  She could afford to ignore them.  Besides, once she was in a position to re-establish Catholicism, their day would soon be over. 

She didn't expect to have much trouble from Elizabeth over the marriage.  It had been the idea of the Spanish match--or, indeed, the idea of Mary making any foreign marriage--that had sent that strange, ill-bred usurper into a fit.  Elizabeth had made it clear that she wished Mary to wed an Englishman, rather than a foreign prince.  And what Englishman could be more appropriate than Darnley? 

As Mary reviewed her position, she realized that this was yet another situation where fate had given her no real choice at all:  It was either Darnley or nobody.  And for someone in her position, "nobody" was unthinkable. 

Mary and Elizabeth did a good deal of fencing around the subject of Darnley, as neither wished to be the first to mention his name.  They both had reasons for not wanting to display interest in him too early. 

Mary was afraid to suggest that she wed Darnley, for fear that Elizabeth would then be in a position to offer the boy to her with all sorts of troublesome conditions and restrictions attached to him. 

Elizabeth was afraid to suggest that Mary wed Darnley because it was vital to Elizabeth and Cecil's plans that Mary never guess how important it was to them that this marriage take place. 

When Elizabeth finally suggested the name of a suitable Englishman for Mary to wed, much to the Scottish Queen’s shock--and history's--Elizabeth named, not, as everyone had been expecting, Darnley, but none other than her notorious "favorite" Robert Dudley.  As if to underline the slightly sordid nature of her proposal, Elizabeth added that, when Mary wed her "Sweet Robin," she could come to Elizabeth's court with him and the three could all live in London together, happily ever after.  A cozy little family.  Ostensibly to show the seriousness of her intentions, she followed up this proposal by raising her darling to the rank of Earl of Leicester.  According to Melville, she instead stripped the matrimonial suggestion of any shred of dignity it may have possessed by making an embarrassing spectacle of herself at the investiture ceremony, flirting with Dudley and playfully tickling his neck. 

When Mary heard the news, it was one of the rare occasions in her life when she was utterly at a loss for words.  Was this her bastard cousin's warped idea of humor, or was she mad enough to take the idea seriously? 

As Randolph continued to obediently follow Elizabeth’s bizarre diplomacy, he found the Scottish Queen at St. Andrews, having herself a small holiday.  She was living in a small merchant's house with her "little troup," gaily inviting Randolph to see what a "plain bourgeois wife" she could be.  When he tried to discuss politics, she brushed him off, saying that he must not "spoil their pastime with such grave matters."  When he alluded to Dudley, he received the sardonic reply that someone whom "the Queen his mistress did so well like ought not to mislike her."2 

Could Elizabeth truly think Mary would so lower herself as to marry Elizabeth's cast-off lover?  A Protestant of no rank or good family?  A nobody whose father and brother were executed by Mary Tudor on well-earned charges of treason?  And, worst of all, a man everyone said had murdered his innocent wife in the belief that Elizabeth would then marry him?  Mary was willing to consider the offer--if Elizabeth was willing to name Mary as heir to the English throne as the reward for lowering herself so ignominiously--but she had a hard time thinking of it as anything but comedy. 

While ostensibly pushing the Leicester match, Elizabeth had found the obvious blind for maneuvering Darnley into Scotland--his father.  For years now, Lennox had been making a pest of himself about those forfeited Scottish lands of his.  Why shouldn't he present his case to Mary in person? 

Before she sent Lennox on his way, Elizabeth finally attended to another long-unresolved issue. 

For months now, Bothwell had technically been a free man.  (Cecil, to his great regret, had been unable to find anything the English could officially charge against him, other than the fact that he was a thorn in their side.) 

As he was known to be in Mary's confidence, Elizabeth tried lodging him in the Tower of London, hoping that imprisonment might persuade him to reveal whatever he knew about Mary's private political dealings--particularly her plans for a Catholic revival--but that experiment proved brief.3 Bothwell not only remained depressingly loyal to his Queen, he was getting too many visitors--including the French and Spanish Ambassadors.  It would obviously be necessary to keep him under close surveillance, but thanks to the efforts of his friends in both Scotland and England, Bothwell was soon released. 

Unfortunately, as Elizabeth was refusing to issue him a passport, he was left stranded in enemy territory, his every move monitored by Cecil's spies, with no money and no means of getting any, and getting more disgruntled by the minute.  (Randolph, with his usual gracelessness, did his best to add to his old adversary's troubles by volunteering advice regarding his treatment.  Randolph's brother was governor of Dover Castle, and he blithely requested that Cecil be sure to avoid lodging the young Scotsman there, "not for fear of my old mother, but my sister is young and hath many daughters.")4 

Elizabeth's reasons for keeping Bothwell in England are obscure.  The rumors around her court claimed that Elizabeth was determined to keep Bothwell out of Scotland until the question of Mary's marriage had been settled.5 In view of what happened next, this is probably true. 

Bothwell and Mary, as well as his new friend Henry Percy, (who reminded Cecil that "his behavior has been both courteous and honorable, keeping his promise,")6 had been endlessly petitioning Elizabeth to allow him to go on his way.  Elizabeth suddenly proved receptive.  Very well, she said.  Bothwell may consider himself free to go to Paris, or anywhere else he pleases.  Simultaneously, Elizabeth, after months of delay, finally gave the Earl of Lennox his long-desired permission to visit Scotland. 

September, 1564, was, as it happened, a turning-point.  Bothwell went to France.  (Cecil casually dismissing him as "of no force now.")7 Lennox went to Scotland.  And Mary's life went straight to hell.
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When Lennox first presented himself at Mary's court, he made an excellent first impression...or, at least, his money did.  Knowing Lennox's obsession with his finances, the notoriously parsimonious (towards everyone except herself) Elizabeth most uncharacteristically presented Lennox with a going-away gift of seven hundred pounds.  He used this, in Scotland, to bestow lavish tokens of friendship (no one cared to refer to them as bribes) on Mary and everyone else of importance at court.  (Randolph, writing to Cecil not long after Lennox's arrival, described some of these gifts with a rather poorly-concealed envy.  He sneered that at the rate Lennox was going, he probably did not have much of those seven hundred pounds left.  Randolph warned Cecil that Lennox would likely require future handouts.)1 

Both Lennox and Randolph sensed that where Mary was concerned, she might prove to be a harder sell on the marriage than anyone had thought.  This seemed, on the face of it, inexplicable.  No one had wanted this proposed marriage with Darnley more than Mary herself.  She realized better than anyone that, with the seeming demise of the Spanish match, Lennox's son was her only option.  Yet, now, with Darnley's father there in Scotland, ready for Mary to utilize as, in Randolph's words, "an instrument ready to serve her against those whom she most disliketh,"2 and the marriage looking more like a certainty each day, she found herself struggling against an unexpected obstacle:  her own cold feet.  Lennox was a problem she had not been counting on.  She simply did not like the man, untrustworthy, none-too-bright lackey that he was. 

Mon dieu, she must have thought.  If this is the father, what on earth is the son?  This fawning traitor was a preview of Lord Darnley?  She was aware that marrying for love was a gift she could not expect to ever receive.  She certainly had no great hopes for the marriage in that respect, but even so... 

Randolph reported, soon after Lennox's arrival, that Mary was still resolved not to marry Darnley unless she could accomplish her political goals no other way.3 

The question was, what other way was there? 

Elizabeth and Cecil had long ago come to similar conclusions.  They could not keep Mary single forever, in spite of all their meddlings.  They understood perfectly her desperate political need to marry and produce an heir.  The obvious solution would be for her to marry the man of their choosing--without, of course, ever letting her know it. 

Elizabeth knew perfectly well Mary would never dream of marrying Leicester.  The suggestion, however, worked like a charm--it disguised Elizabeth's true intentions and served to push Mary further in the intended direction. 

Many historians have questioned the idea that Elizabeth could have actually desired Mary to wed Darnley.  The marriage would only serve to strengthen both their claims to Elizabeth's throne, as well as unite the Catholics of England and Scotland under them.  Also, as Elizabeth was not a fortune-teller (she left that to her personal astrologer and wizard, John Dee) how could she possibly have known what a nightmarish husband Darnley would prove to be?  How could Elizabeth have predicted the many incredibly destructive, life-altering wrongs Darnley would inflict on Mary? 

The answer is simple:  She could have predicted them because she was directing each and every one of them. 

Elizabeth knew full well how wildly ambitious the Countess of Lennox was for her son--that she was the worst example of what we today would call a "stage mother."  She wanted the English throne for her son as much as Mary wanted it for herself. 

The Countess saw marrying Darnley to Mary as merely her "Plan B"--when her dreams of making him King of England in his own right were foiled by Elizabeth's selfish refusal to die of smallpox in 1562.  If she could obtain her dreams of power for her son without having to share them with Mary, or anyone else, it would be a triumph.  She would be free to play Catherine de Medici to Darnley's Charles IX. 

What if Elizabeth privately suggested to her a way to make this dream come true? Mary has little other choice, politically, than to marry your son, Elizabeth could have pointed out to the Countess.  Elizabeth herself had helped see to that.  Why not take full advantage of the situation? 

Mary, Elizabeth explained, was completely unacceptable to her as a future Queen of England.  Elizabeth would never acknowledge her as heir.  The Scots Queen was just too much of a troublesome loose cannon. 

But Darnley, on the other hand...Elizabeth could quite happily recognize him as her heir.  (Perhaps, she may have delicately hinted, even as a future husband.)  Certainly, he deserved the throne much more than Mary did.  Alas, it would be impossible for Elizabeth to officially name him as her successor, as long as Mary lived.  Choosing between their two rival claims would create a political firestorm that would make the Wars of the Roses look like a May Day frolic in the meadows.  As long as Mary lived... 

Once he and Mary are married, Elizabeth went on, it would be easy to persuade Mary to grant Darnley the "Crown Matrimonial" of Scotland, making him King in his own right and enabling him to keep the Scottish throne should she die childless.  After all, it was granted to her first husband, Francis.  Mary could hardly refuse Darnley the same courtesy.  And then... 

All the Lennox family had to do was follow her instructions, Elizabeth would have assured the Countess.  Once Mary--their mutual obstacle--was taken care of, they would all get what they desired.  And Mary--that insolent creature who dared call herself the rightful Queen of England!--would get what she deserved. 

So, what did the Countess think of the plan? 

Lady Lennox must have thought Elizabeth was her fairy godmother come to life.
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Once Lennox was safely in Scotland, the rest was easy.  After Mary restored his lands, the Lennoxes asked Elizabeth's permission for the Earl's heir, young Darnley, to pay a visit to Scotland, to join his father in the reacquisition of the family estates.  Elizabeth--with the friendly encouragement of Cecil and Leicester--assented, and Darnley was packed off to Scotland to launch his grand performance as universal puppet and dupe--a role for which nature had admirably designed him. 

Henry Stuart (his family's surname was usually spelled in the French, rather than the Scottish, style), Lord Darnley, has as putrid a reputation as anyone in history since Judas Iscariot.  (A character, in fact, to which he bore some resemblance.)  The one area of general agreement among Marian historians, the one aspect of Mary's life and times where they can avoid controversy, and all come together as one big happy family, is that Darnley was as worthless a young man as ever infested the British Isles. 

The most alarming thing about this reputation is that it was entirely deserved.  He was vain, egomaniacal, violent, greedy, heartless, headstrong, obstinate, and utterly self-centered.  For variety, he could also be cringing, cowardly, whining, degenerate, treacherous, and base.  At all times, whatever the situation, he was incredibly stupid. 

Before too long, he also blossomed into a mean drunk. 

Reading his life story, one gets the idea that, at some early point, he had studied a veritable Devil's Dictionary of awful personality traits, and resolved thereon to adopt them all as his own. 

Perhaps the most depressing thing about Darnley is that he did not even make a satisfactory villain.  He had none of the dash and excitement of the truly great bad guy.  Aside from his weakness and dissipation, there seemed to be an essential hollowness to him that makes him more pathetic than anything else.  There was no depth even in his worst qualities.  It is nearly impossible for a historian to "get inside his head," because one senses that if you did, there would be very little there to see. 

Most of Mary's biographers, taking her readiness to marry him in the face of all obstacles at face value, have adopted the myth that she fell wildly in love with this contemptible creature.  (This is indisputably the most insulting example of historians' refusal to take Mary seriously--to assume she was motivated only by personal and emotional, never political and practical, motives.  And that her personal motives would be so base and unworthy.) 

This "love match" theory benefits both sides of the Great Mary Debate. The "Pro-Marians" cling to it because they feel it helps them exonerate her in Darnley's later murder, as well as from allegations that he was not James' true father, and because it fits in nicely with their highly romanticized and sentimental view of Mary.  The "Anti-Marians" cling to it because it helps them portray her as a capricious creature of impulse, a torrid sexual man-eater right out of the Presbyterian ministers' most florid imaginings.  Not to mention the fact that it makes Mary look like the most naive, infantile woman Earth has ever seen. 

Advocating this theory is one thing--finding evidence for it is quite another.  As not even the most diligent historical researcher has been able to discover any good, or even neutral, qualities that Mary could have found in Darnley to inspire passion in her soul, they simply made some up.  Her "infatuation" was, they claim, based on sheer sexual attraction.  She was so blinded by his supposed dazzling outward appeal, his "good looks and accomplishments" that she was unable to see the revolting personality that lay underneath these superficial charms until it was too late.  Antonia Fraser, at her paperback-romance-novel best, burbles glibly that Mary, after she met Darnley, was in the grip of an overwhelming physical passion...even though she may not have known it.1 

Opinions that sweepingly misguided require rebuttal in some detail.  Mary may have been only twenty-two when she met Darnley.  She was undoubtedly impulsive and passionate in nature.  But, she was also experienced, sophisticated, educated, shrewd, and, most importantly, tasteful.  She had lived in the center of power, in an adult world, where she was expected to behave as an adult, for her entire life.  As a Queen Regnant virtually from the time of her birth, she had been raised for one purpose--to rule.  And, everyone who knew her agreed, she learned her lessons well.  Whatever her worst contemporary detractors tried to call her, they never even dreamed of calling her a fool. 

They left that for Antonia Fraser. 

Assume, for the sake of argument, that Darnley had possessed these surface attractions.  Assume that Mary was shallow enough to find that to be sufficient reason for falling in love.  If this was the case, why do we have no record of her having done so before?  Mary was brought up in the court of France, a place that, whatever its other drawbacks, contained the most attractive and polished men in Europe.  She grew up surrounded by the most glittering personalities of her time:  great soldiers, artists, musicians, writers, poets, statesmen, philosophers.  There is no evidence of her head being turned by any of them.  Indeed, she seems to have been well-known for her lack of susceptibility in that regard.  The sheer intensity of her capacity for affection alone prevented her from bestowing that affection on just anyone.  As her beloved aunt, Anne d'Este, noted of Mary, "her heart was too great to debase it."2 And yet, we are to believe that the heart of the most acclaimed and sighed-over young woman of her time was finally won by a callow, immature dullard ("a girlish nincompoop"3 in the immortal words of the Cardinal of Lorraine,) of a mere eighteen or nineteen years? 

The question of these fabled "good looks and accomplishments" of Darnley's must also be scrutinized.  Mary's biographers cling to this notion because it is literally all they have to go on to explain Mary's "love" for the patently unlovable creature.  The notion that Darnley was unusually handsome is sufficiently exploded by examining any of the portraits of him in existence.  Dr. Karl Pearson, in his analysis of Darnley's skull, describes him as having a forehead that sloped to an almost freakish degree ("not even the men of the early palaeolithic period had worse frontals than Darnley,")4 an elongated nose, and a receding chin, concluding, "The man who owned this skull was not therefore possessed of beautiful features, and with his low frontal uncompensated either in the parietals or by length of skull, we should anticipate small cranial capacity." 5 

The popular theory of his good looks is also given the lie by the descriptions of him given during his lifetime.  They indicate that he was reasonably comely, at least in the beginning (although, thanks to his illnesses and dissipations, even that apparently did not last long.)  However, what is most obvious from these descriptions is how effeminate his looks were.  (One contemporary states flatly that Darnley looked more like a woman than a man.)  True, he was unusually tall, which likely was a point in his favor, as Mary was nearly six feet tall herself, but...could that have been enough to win her love?  (In the eyes of some, yes.   Certain of her biographers seem to have concluded that she married him because his height made him an admirable dancing partner.) 

Next, one looks to these "accomplishments" of Darnley's...and fails to find any to speak of.  He could ride, he could dance, and he could play the lute.  However, as far as any talents that required the slightest amount of brain activity went, he was utterly hopeless.  Whatever education he received seems to have had but a negligible impact on him.  He does not appear to have voluntarily opened a book in his life.  Judging by his extant letters and bits of conversation that have been recorded, his verbal and literary skills were unimpressive.  Even his reputed authorship of some extremely bad verses is probably spurious.6 Art, science, languages, literature, and the other fashionable interests of the day that Mary delighted in, were alien to Darnley.  Politics seems to have meant little to him outside of his own witless self-aggrandizement.  Listening, for his entire life, to his mother's endless chatter of the mighty future that was his destiny seems to have left him with a complete disinterest in everything other than himself.  As for his social skills and graces, T.F. Henderson, one of Mary's more intelligent biographers, sums it up best:  "Queen Mary's efforts to improve his [Darnley's] mind and perfect his manners and address are known to have been attended with small success."7 

Perhaps the most obvious evidence against the "love match" scenario is that neither Mary nor Darnley ever, as far as history can tell, said the slightest thing to indicate that love, or even liking, ever played a role in their relationship.  All of Mary's known references to Darnley, both before and immediately after their marriage (when she was supposedly in the grip of a mad infatuation for him) speak of him in remarkably cold and detached terms.  She made no effort to hide the fact that she saw marriage to him as no more than an act of political expediency.  In fact, she made it clear that as a person--as opposed to a political symbol--he was utterly useless to her.  She saw him merely as a way of winning over the English Catholics.  Even more striking, Darnley himself never spoke of Mary ever having affection for him.  As vain, boastful, and compulsively talkative as Darnley was, if he had a lovely young queen as his adoring slave, surely he would have proudly trumpeted it to the world?  In all his later complaints of Mary's coldness towards him, he never made the obvious contrast with her supposed previous passion.  Rather, his whinings took the form of complaints about his loss of position and prestige--not of love. 

So much for the love story.  Now for the truth. 

Darnley arrived at Mary's court, which was then visiting Weymss Castle, on February 18, 1565.8 His meeting with Mary was brief, and, as far as we know, uneventful.  Mary immediately went off on a pleasure-trip along the coast of Fife, and Darnley went to join his father, who was on his estate in Glasgow.  As soon as he heard of Mary's return, he again appeared to present himself for her inspection.  There is no evidence that, as they say in the movies, "sparks flew" between the pair.  For his part, there is no indication whatsoever that Darnley ever felt any affection, or even gratitude, towards Mary, then or later.  (Even at the time their marriage was announced, Randolph informed Leicester that Mary "can as much prevail with him in any thing that is against his will, as your Lordship may with me to persuade that I should hang myself.")9 He appears, at best, to have been completely indifferent towards her.  At worst, he seems from the beginning to have felt an ever-growing sense of resentment, a certain outrage that he had to undergo the humiliation of winning her over, merely to gain what he had been raised to believe was no more than his just due--a throne.  However, mutually antagonistic though they may have been, they needed each other for their own purposes.  So, for the moment, at least, they presented polite masks to each other. 

Scotland, on the whole, welcomed Darnley with open arms.  The majority of the people saw the proposed marriage as the perfect solution to the problem of the English succession, so they were ready to think of him favorably.  This hopeful goodwill was enough to give many an initially positive impression of the visitor.  Randolph, soon after Darnley's arrival, reported that "A great number wish him well," (although, he added, "others doubt him...")10 Unfortunately, this honeymoon season seemed already to be waning before Randolph's letter even reached London.  Darnley's personality was not one that could bear any amount of scrutiny.  Worse, his initial success seems to have gone completely to his head, feeding all his latent qualities of arrogance and egomania.  Scarcely before he had unpacked his suitcases, he was already beginning to make himself insufferable to Mary's enemies and her friends alike. 

As for Mary, while she seems to have kept her innermost feelings to herself, it is clear that meeting Darnley did nothing to inspire in her a desire for a speedy wedding.  In Sir James Melville's (admittedly, highly untrustworthy) "Memoirs," written some forty years later, during the reign of  James, when it was essential to be as tactful as possible on the subject of Darnley, he gives us one glimpse of Mary's feelings on Darnley's arrival.  Melville claims that, after meeting Darnley, Mary described him as "the best-proportioned long man that ever she had seen."  (This, incidentally, is the first--and only--account of Mary having anything even remotely favorable to say about him.)  Melville, however, went on to say that Mary “appeared to disrelish” his proposals of marriage, and had refused to accept the ring Darnley had offered her.  Melville continued, with quite unjustified pride, "I took occasion freely hereupon to speak in his favors, and to convince her Majesty, that no marriage was more her interest than this, seeing it would render her title to the succession to the crown of England unquestionable."11 (Obviously he--like Mary--could find nothing favorable to say about Darnley personally.)  An even clearer indication of Mary's feelings is the fact that she continued to consider Leicester!  Quietly, she continued to pursue the matter.  If Elizabeth was willing to make taking him on worthwhile, then... 

Elizabeth, understandably alarmed by her fish's sudden efforts to squirm off the hook, countered this by announcing that she had no intention of naming a successor, no matter whom Mary married. 

So much for Leicester.  (If Robert Dudley hadn't been such a thoroughly unsavory character, he might almost seem deserving of pity--publicly batted around like a badminton birdie between two women who both openly refused to marry him.) 

Mary, by this time, found her initial contemptuous amusement at Elizabeth's eccentricities turning into sheer disgust.  Elizabeth, she concluded, was deliberately insulting her.  She was attempting to make an absolute mockery of Mary and her marriage negotiations!  When, later, Throckmorton commented that the foundation for Mary's resolve to marry Darnley was "despite and anger,"12 that was not far from the truth, although it went far deeper than he probably realized.  The Leicester comedy was just what was needed for Mary to long for an end to the maddening uncertainty over her remarriage.  She had had her fill of being derided, flouted, and pushed around by her bastard brother on one side and her bastard cousin on the other.  If they did not wish her to wed Darnley, the marriage was obviously the very best thing in the world she could do! 

In all her outrage, she never dreamed that this was precisely what Elizabeth and Cecil were praying she would say. 

Elizabeth's ultimatum, bringing its grim realization to the Queen of Scots of just how inexorably fate was forcing Darnley on her, caused Mary, we are told, to "weep her fill,"13 but she not giving up yet.  Her desperation at the thought of marrying this absurd creature drove her to try to revive the Don Carlos card, faded and shopworn as it was. 

The Archbishop of Glasgow, Mary's Ambassador to France and one of her chief negotiators with Spain, was instructed to press the matter with Philip as much as possible.  A month after Darnley's arrival at Mary's court, the Archbishop was pleading with Don Alava, Philip's French Ambassador, that unless Philip came to the rescue, Mary would have no choice but to sacrifice herself on a marriage to her cousin, Lord Darnley, adding that she had broken with Moray, and was being forced by the actions of Queen Elizabeth into this deeply unwanted marriage.  As late as seven weeks before the marriage, the Archbishop was still at it, pointing out wistfully that Mary was not yet married, and wished very much for an alliance with Spain.14 By the end of March, Randolph was expressing his dubiousness over the hopes for the Darnley marriage, a marriage which, before he came to Scotland, had seemed to be a certainty.  Regarding Mary's feelings about the proposed union, Randolph wrote on March 15 that "I see no great good will borne to him" and less than two weeks later he added that "what to do or wherein to resolve she is marvelously in doubt." 15 It is anyone's guess how long this uncertain situation would have lasted, with Darnley idling about the court in the role of fiancé-in-waiting (a decidedly humiliating position that could not have increased his fondness for her.)  However, at the beginning of April, 1565, fate, as it always seemed to do with Mary, intervened.  Something occurred that, although no one could know it at the time, was going to play a vital part in Mary's slide into utter ruin. 

Darnley fell seriously ill and took to his bed.
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Darnley's symptoms were conspicuous and very unpleasant.  He felt horribly ill, with pains in his head and stomach, and his face and body were quickly covered with a disfiguring rash.  There were--unsurprisingly--few details recorded for history about his illness.   The private conclusions of his physicians--who were probably all Lennox employees--about the nature of his disease are not known, but Randolph later reported hearing that Darnley had "measles." 

Mary dutifully arrived at his sickbed, ready to politely commiserate with her ailing guest.  And, based on all the evidence available to history, something like this happened next. 

After Mary was told of his symptoms, and saw Darnley for herself, she was perhaps more startled than she had yet been in her life. 

He did not have measles, she saw.  She had had measles herself, as a child, and it was nothing like this.  Besides, he was in his late teens.  Hardly anyone escaped catching it for that long.  And where would he have caught measles?  No one else at court had been ill with it recently... 

With dawning horror, Mary realized the truth about what ailed him.  She had seen this disease before.  It was common enough at the court of France, God knew.  Francis' grandfather, King Francis I, had died from it in 1547, not long before Mary was sent to France.  Jean Fernel, the personal physician of her former father-in-law, Henri II, had been an expert on the illness. 

Besides, Mary herself was not medically ignorant.  As a member of the French court, she had been treated by some of the finest physicians in Europe (including Fernel,) and she owned several medical books, treatises on medicinal herbs... 

No, there was no question about it.  Darnley did not have measles. 

He had syphilis. 

At least as far as history records, Mary, who, as Randolph once noted, "could well enough keep her own counsel when she had no will that any man should be privy of her doings,"
1 said nothing of her appalling discovery to anyone.  What, indeed, could she say?  In shock, she went off alone, struggling to decide how to cope with her dreadful new dilemma. 

Sweet Mother of God, she thought.  What was she supposed to do now?  The idea of marrying a healthy, vigorous Darnley had been unpleasant enough...but now, she was expected to marry that?  To have as her consort, the future father of her children (she shuddered) this diseased degenerate? 

She could not do it.  Not for the throne of England, not even for the throne of Heaven could she take that creature as her husband.  It would be impossible.  Even if she was willing to expose herself to his disgusting ailment, he could not father heirs--or, at any rate, normal ones.  Everyone knew the pox was passed down to children. 

And he would never recover--not really.  Dr. Fernel had written all about it.  Even if the symptoms disappear, the root of the illness is left untouched.  Patients believe themselves to be cured, they go on to infect those people with whom they cohabit, have children as tainted as they are... 

Her first impulse was to reveal this proof of his dissipated habits to all the world and pack him back to Elizabeth.  God knew, the two of them deserved each other. 

If she did that, however, where would she be then?  She would still be as single as ever, childless as ever, as oppressed by Moray and Elizabeth as ever.  Vulnerable to all the Gordons and Hamiltons and John Knoxes and Chastelards and anyone else who was waiting their turn to bedevil her.  She would be as far from her rightful kingdom of England as ever.  She would be just as helpless to punish her enemies and protect and reward her friends as ever.  And the way things were looking, she would stay in this intolerable position forever.  There simply was no one else suitable for her to marry.  Even Elizabeth's grotesque offer of Leicester proved to be no more than a trick. 

So what to do?  She found herself looking back nostalgically to her marriage to Francis. 

That was the perfect arrangement, she sighed.  He was my friend, my loyal, obedient servant, but no more than that.  All the benefits of a marriage of policy, with none of the distasteful physical drawbacks found in political unions.  If only my uncles' plans to produce an heir had succeeded, the marriage would have been ideal.  If there was only some way to have a similar situation with Darnley--where I was a wife, but not really a wife... 

It came to her. 

Thank you, holy Sephira!  she breathed.  Why can't I have a similar situation?  Those obnoxious parents of Darnley's are even more desperate for this marriage to take place than I am--they'd agree to anything to see me wed their son.  They need me much more than I need them. 

Besides, I now completely have the upper hand over them.  If I were to reveal the truth about their precious son's "measles," he would be finished as a political tool.  No sane woman in Europe would marry him.  No sane Catholic would want as their King a diseased weakling who could not even produce healthy heirs!  During the reign of James IV, there had even been an effort to expel everyone in Edinburgh with the disease--and everyone who claimed to be able to cure it--by banishing them to an island in the Firth of Forth, as though they were lepers.  The stigma of such an illness was unspeakable.  I could destroy the whole family in one sentence.  They would have no choice but to do exactly as I tell them.  Just as I bound Francis to me with affection, I can bind Darnley to me with fear.  He will be the most obedient, well-trained husband the world has ever seen.  He won't be able to say a word about what expedients I use to get the heir we need to cement our political positions.  He knows that if he did, I would be forced to tell the world why I needed "expedients."... 

And in any case, she thought with a guilty sense of relief, I won't have to deal with him long.  The lad is not well at all.  In a very few years, nature will free me from him.  And since we will have "produced an heir" during our marriage who would have an irreproachable claim to the English throne, I will be free of that responsibility, as well.  I can then, for the first time in my life, take a husband of my own choosing.  Finally, I will have a normal marriage, with normal children. 

She could find no flaw in the plan.  The Lennoxes would have to agree.  After all, they had as little choice in the matter as she did. 

As she turned the matter over in her mind, one thing occurred to her. 

We're first cousins, she thought.  Lady Lennox is my father's half-sister.  We'll need a dispensation from the Pope to make our marriage truly legal.  But...did she want such an unnatural marriage to be valid in the eyes of her church? 

I have to get the dispensation, she thought.  It would look too suspicious if I did not.  But if I wait until the last minute to petition the Pope, so that it cannot possibly be issued until after the wedding, it would be almost as effective as if there was no dispensation at all.  I can use that for additional leverage over Darnley should he prove to be troublesome--let him know how easily he can be disposed of. 

Also, then I will not have to feel guilty about refusing to lie with him.  My confessor will not be able to reprove me for refusing my bed to my husband...because, in the eyes of the church, he will not truly be my husband! 

I will have to try to show more fondness for him, she thought...or, at least, fondness for the idea of marrying him.  I will need to feign some measure of enthusiasm for the match, at least until I have made arrangements for our heir to be born.  The world must believe our child truly is ours! 

It will not be easy, but the rewards will be worth it. 

Her decision made, she returned to Darnley's sickbed. 

"Henry," she began.  She paused.  She would have to be careful how she explained things.  God knows, with such a dolt as this, one had to frame one's words carefully. "Henry," she said.  "I will marry you." 

Before he could say anything, she stopped him.  "First, let me explain how I will marry you.  I have, you see, a plan that I think shall benefit both of us..." 

Perhaps here, for the first time, she was able to bring herself to smile at him.
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Chapter 15






 -Fifteen-
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The previous scenario is, admittedly, speculative.  It is, however, a scenario that explains all we know about Mary and Darnley's strange marriage.  It is based on two medically established facts:  Darnley had syphilis.  Mary did not. 

It has long been alleged that Darnley's illness at the time of his death in 1567 was not, as was claimed at the time, smallpox, but syphilis.  Probably the most significant assertions that Darnley suffered from "the pox" came not only from one of Mary's closest advisors, the Bishop of Ross,1 but by Bothwell in his memoir.  (The mere fact that Bothwell felt the need to document this statement for posterity is particularly interesting.  What was he trying to hint to the world?)  If members of Mary's most intimate circle were aware of the true nature of Darnley's illness, it is impossible to believe that Mary herself was ignorant of it.  Syphilis was common in Mary's day, and many 16th century doctors were surprisingly knowledgeable about the disease.  They--and Mary--would not be ignorant of what Darnley's symptoms meant. 

Claims that Darnley was syphilitic were largely downplayed until early in the twentieth century.  At that time, Darnley's skull was examined by doctors.  They found on his bones the tell-tale pitting caused by syphilis.  For his disease to have progressed to the stage where it was pitting the skull, the medical evidence revealed, he must have suffered from it for a considerable length of time--in short, he became infected before his marriage to Mary.2 His bout with "measles" in April of 1565 was, in fact, a syphilitic attack.  And Mary must have known it, otherwise she herself would inevitably have contracted the disease from Darnley.  Syphilis, in the sixteenth century, was even more virulent a disease than it is today, and it was believed to be transmittable by even casual, non-sexual contact.  We have a fairly clear record of Mary's medical history.  While her health may have been poor, there is no sign whatever of her sharing any of Darnley's striking symptoms.  And while their alleged son, King James, was certainly one of the strangest men ever to sit on a throne, he did not show signs of congenital syphilis.  The inevitable conclusion is that Mary, knowing of Darnley's condition, but still feeling compelled to marry him for political reasons, never had sexual relations with him. 

King James was the child of neither of them.  Mary's supposed pregnancy by Darnley was a sham, as was her supposed pregnancy when she was married to Francis. It is no wonder Mary and Darnley's marriage was such a nightmare from the very beginning.  There was never anything holding them together but mutual distrust and dislike, temporarily hidden by mutual expediency.  The widespread myth that this union was a "love match," while horribly insulting to Mary's intelligence and judgment, has served her well in one respect.  It has helped obscure the truth for nearly 450 years. At the time, it probably did not look like such a bad plan to Mary.  At least, it must have been difficult to come up with a better alternative.  Mary was always a woman of exceptional resource, and she used it to pull off one of history's most astounding deceptions. 

Once she and Darnley came to their "deal," she spent as much time as possible hovering around his sickroom.  It was vital to both of them that the truth about Darnley's illness not be discovered by the world at large.  Mary wanted to make certain as few people saw him as possible.  This was not difficult--people were already trying to avoid the healthy Darnley. 

Prompted by the testimony of a servant of Lennox's (who was probably sent to London expressly for this purpose,) Lady Lennox eagerly spread the news that the Queen of Scots was devotedly nursing her beloved son night and day.  It suited both camps to make Mary and Darnley's relationship appear as normal as possible, and the "nursing him through his measles" story was perfect--a warm, intimate, domestic touch.  (No one, then or later, seemed to notice that these stories all originated strictly from the Lennox camp, and out of London, not Edinburgh.   Randolph, who was living at the Scottish court, who naturally had a great interest in Mary's marriage plans, and who was a meddling gossipmonger, said nothing in his dispatches about Mary actually nursing Darnley, or showing anything more than the expected interest in his condition--the most he could offer was the information that Mary occasionally sent her ailing guest a reversion of meat from the Royal table.  Besides, it is impossible to believe that the Queen's physicians would allow her to jeopardize her own health by any close attendance on someone who was diseased.) 

These tales of Mary tending to her stricken sweetheart had one rather ridiculous side effect:  Soon, word spread throughout Elizabeth's court that Mary, her passion stimulated by measles, had secretly married her ailing guest sometime in April.  (This ludicrous story is still repeated as fact by many historians, who never stop to wonder why Mary would have felt the need to marry him secretly--she could have wed him openly any time she pleased.) 

This rumor originated from a mix-up in communication.  Randolph, in April, began communicating to London the news that Mary, who, he noted, had hitherto shown an aversion to the idea of marrying Darnley, had suddenly begun acting as if he were her future husband.  Somewhere along the line (probably Lady Lennox had a hand in this--she was very concerned about Mary's ongoing contact with Spain) the word "future" was dropped from the story.  The rumor around Elizabeth's court grew to the point where the French Ambassador in London, citing a supposed letter from Randolph as evidence, reported that Mary had already taken Darnley as her husband, even though Elizabeth's envoy had written no such thing! 

As if that were not enough to destroy the "secret marriage" tale once and for all, there is the fact that, precisely at this time, Mary sent Lethington on a diplomatic mission to London.  One of his assignments there was to make clear to the Spanish Ambassador Mary's desire to reopen negotiations about Don Carlos. 

Yes, Mary, who, whatever else she may have been, was no quitter, was still plaintively trying to bring the Don Carlos proposal back from the dead.  Her sense of reality may have become resigned to the idea of marrying Darnley, but her emotions were still in active revolt.  Embattled, and losing ground each day, Mary may have decided the outlandish rumor of her secret marriage to Darnley might prove useful in the sublimely audacious plan that was taking shape in her ever-ingenious mind. 

In mid-May, after Darnley was back on his feet, she gave him the title of Earl of Ross, which was seen as a confirmation of their engagement.  However, she still put off making definite arrangements for their upcoming marriage, or doing any other steps to hurry the wedding along.  It was as if she was desperately hoping that, in the end, something would occur to save her from engaging in a grotesque deception she loathed. 

Darnley was giving her more reason to dread their marriage every day.  His incurable illness, the realization of the degrading hold over him it gave Mary, and the strain of wondering if she might not, after all, find a way to discard him, was taking its toll on his feeble personality.  He would soon begin drinking heavily, falling in with companions that encouraged his weakness for various dissipations.  In his pathetic efforts to assert his authority (and also, to be charitable, because his disease may have already begun affecting his brain,) he became more obnoxious and erratic every day. 

When he received his earldom, it was, at first, scheduled to be a dukedom.  Mary soon revised that, feeling that would be going too far too quickly.   (It probably also made their upcoming marriage seem all the more irrevocable to her.)  When Darnley heard the news, he tried to strike the messenger sent to inform him of the change in plans.  (Darnley was always in the habit of taking out his various rages and frustrations on underlings--never on anyone who might conceivably be in a position to fight back--as Randolph commented sardonically, "He spareth not also in token of his manhood to let blows fly where he knows they will be taken.  The passions and furies I hear say he will sometimes be in are strange to believe...When men have said all and thought what they can, they find nothing but that God must send him a short end or themselves a miserable life.")3 Even before the wedding, Darnley had become the most unpopular man in Scotland, inspiring disgust and contempt among men and women , Catholic and Protestant alike.  He was, you might say, Scotland's one unifying factor. 

The only supporters Darnley now had in Scotland were the numerous blood and marriage relations of the Lennoxes.  The whole lot of them:  Lennox Stuarts, Douglases, Lindsays, Ruthvens--had taken over the court since Lennox's arrival, and were now busily doing their best to ensure that Mary toed the mark and married their young relative. 

Randolph, genuinely scandalized, reported that Darnley’s partisans--particularly Lord Ruthven, who was said to be a warlock--had turned to witchcraft to ensure Mary went through with the marriage.  ("To his shame stirring coals to bring the marriage into effect.")4 Randolph breathlessly went on to describe the wearing of bracelets and other charms inscribed with the "sacred mysteries."5 

More prosaically, Mary, (who had every reason in the world to describe the marriage as a love match, if it were so,) in a document giving her reasons for the union with Darnley, written two months after the wedding was announced, grimly describes the marriage as nothing but a political act of last resort, forced upon her when the negotiations for Don Carlos were sabotaged, and by other adverse circumstances, including, she stated, the irksome fact that Moray used his political power to hold her “in tutelage,“ finally proposing that she cede her crown to him.  Such pressure, she wrote, gave her an imperative need to marry, and as both Catholics and Protestants were demanding that she not marry a foreigner, Darnley was the only plausible candidate--Elizabeth‘s proposal of Leicester being made merely “to deceive me and keep off others.” 6 She added that the Earl of Atholl, and other Lennox partisans, "urged me to"7 the match with Darnley.  (In April of 1565, Lethington confided to the Spanish Ambassador in London that the influence of her subjects was forcing her into the marriage.) 

The views of Lethington, Mary's Secretary of State, on the Darnley match are difficult to pin down.  (As, indeed, was nearly everything about this world-class trimmer.)  He was nearly as anxious as Mary to have the succession question decided in her favor, as he saw this as the easiest way for Scotland to be annexed to England.  (He, of course, never saw Mary as anything other than a puppet Queen in all his plans.)  At first, Lethington seemed to feel that, even with the unfortunate shortcoming of Darnley's personality, he was the best means for Mary to obtain the English throne.  Like everyone else, he assumed Elizabeth would agree to the match.  She had made it very clear that she wished Mary to wed an Englishman, rather than a foreign prince.  She had sent Darnley into Scotland in the first place! 

When Elizabeth, once she felt fairly sure the marriage was a settled thing, suddenly flew into one of her theatrical temper tantrums over the proposed union, shrieking to the world her outrage at the very idea of Mary wedding Darnley, Lethington seemed as taken aback as anyone.  Whether he ever realized that Elizabeth was merely play-acting on a grand scale, with the aim of hiding the fact that the marriage was her most cherished ambition, is not clear. At the moment, however, he was in a dreadful quandary.  It was his worst nightmare--to be trapped between two angry Queens, without knowing which was the safer side to abandon.  In the end, he stayed in Mary's camp, albeit in as ambiguous a fashion as possible.  Mary's wrath frightened him much more than Elizabeth's. 

Besides, he had more personal reasons for staying on Mary's good side.  He had, for some time, been courting Mary Fleming, the Queen's most attractive maid-of-honor.  (The fact that he was twice Fleming's age, and of no particular physical attractions, made his courtship of the alluring young girl a universal joke.  Kirkcaldy of Grange was moved to write Cecil that Lethington was as well suited for Fleming "as I am to be the Pope!")8 

What, precisely, Fleming thought of him and his courtship--other than the fact that she kept him dangling for years before she finally agreed to marry him--is unknown.  She seems to have found him, at least, useful for certain tasks in Mary's service, such as when she ordered him to put in a good word for Bothwell to Elizabeth, when he was being detained by the English.  (Fleming was Bothwell's friend, as well as a blood relative--her mother was the illegitimate daughter of James IV and Bothwell's grandmother.)  In any case, Lethington, despite the incredulous amusement of his contemporaries, continued in his unlikely pursuit.  He did not wish to alienate Mary, knowing that Fleming (like all the Queen's ladies) was utterly devoted to her.  He resolved his problem in his usual heroic fashion; namely, by being of little help to either side. 

Moray was a different matter altogether.  Even aside from the claim Bothwell later made in his memoir--that Moray was determined to keep Mary unmarried and childless, as it was his intention that she should eventually be pressured into naming him as her heir--his position as unofficial King of Scotland would inevitably be damaged by the arrival of a real one.  He knew perfectly well that the diminution of his power was precisely Mary's intention.  His entire future was at stake.  Darnley, in that tactful way of his, had already announced that Moray possessed way too much land--which, it must be said, was probably the most intelligent remark Darnley ever made.  Moray decided that his only hope was to block the marriage any way he could, all the while declaring to the world that his only motive was the protection of Scottish Protestantism against this Catholic union.  (He did not mention the lands.) 

Of course, he may have had other reasons for his disgust with Mary's wedding plans..  As we shall see, he may have been well aware of how truly bizarre a marriage Mary was planning. 

Moray and Mary finally had their showdown when she presented her brother 

with a bond, signed by the bulk of the nobility, approving the marriage to Darnley.  She 
  flatly demanded he add his name to the document.  For him to do so would be tantamount 
  
  to signing his own act of abdication as virtual ruler of Scotland, and they both knew it.  
  
  Moray refused to sign the bond.  The mutual grudges and resentments that had 
  
  grown between the two over the past four years led to a bitter quarrel over the matter, 
  
  Mary giving him "many sore words,"9 which ended with Moray finally coming out as the 
  
  open opponent of the marriage. 

Mary was thrilled.  Everything, so far, was going according to plan.  If Moray had 
  
  been willing to sign the marriage bond, and take his demotion quietly, fine.  However, a 
  
  Moray gone from the scene altogether suited her much better.  She had been waiting four 
  
  years for the moment when she could tell her overbearing brother to go to hell, and it 
  
  looked like that chance had finally come.  Her marriage might have been inspired by a 
  
  passion for revenge, rather than for the bridegroom, but for the moment that seemed more 
  
  than sufficient for her. 

She had all of Catholic Europe on her side.  The English Catholics were in 
  
  ecstasies over the upcoming marriage.  They felt that this wedding would guarantee the 
  
  re-ascendancy of their religion.  Once she and Darnley had an heir, even many English 
  
  Protestants, in their concern for a stable succession, would be ready to virtually entail 
  
  Elizabeth's crown over to them.  Mary was assured by the Lennoxes that this marriage was 
 
  just the centerpiece of an English Catholic conspiracy to make her their Queen.10 King Philip had given the marriage his enthusiastic support.  He promised her 
  
  that she would have the full backing of Spain in her efforts to obtain the English throne.  
  
  With his help, the Spanish envoys assured her, she would soon obtain everything she 
  
  wanted.  Even though Mary, by now, knew the value of Philip's promises, she felt 
  
  confident that she could defy Elizabeth with impunity. 

She had acquired a good deal of contempt for Elizabeth.  Mary saw her as an 
  
  indecisive ninny who was all talk and no action.  Her dream of being able to rid herself of 
  
  the shackles in which Elizabeth and Moray had long enmeshed her seemed at last to be 
  
  coming true.  She would, at last, be able to rule for herself, tame her savage nobility, bring 
  
  a measure of political peace and stability to Scotland, and, last but certainly not least, reign 
  
  as a Catholic Queen over a united Catholic Britain.  And if she had to link her lot with a 
  
  syphilitic imbecile to achieve this goal, so be it.
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In July, after her final break with Moray, Mary sent word to Bothwell summoning him back home to join the fun.  According to the ubiquitous Randolph, a good part of Mary's vengeful ire towards Moray stemmed from the grudge she held against her half-brother for having driven Bothwell out of Scotland.  She knew that Bothwell was probably the one person in the world who would enjoy bringing Moray low even more than she herself did. 

Bothwell's stay in France appears to have been a reasonably comfortable one, except perhaps for the incident where a John Weymss--supposedly at Lethington's instigation--bribed a number of Bothwell's servants to murder him.  The servants, however, soon came to the realization that there wasn't enough money in all Europe to persuade them to try a confrontation with Bothwell, so the plan came to nothing. 

We know very little detail about his stay in Paris, and most of that comes from the vivid and omnipresent propaganda of his over-imaginative enemies.  The usual gossip was reported about his ever-colorful personal life and his (in the words of an English agent) "inordinateness towards women,"1 but that was hardly unusual. 

The truth was, (despite the fact that rumor later also hinted that Bothwell was using his period of relatively inactive exile to immerse himself more deeply than ever in his occult experimentations,) that he was bored silly in Paris, and quite eager to return to Scotland, where, unquestionably, the action was.  He had heard of Moray's troubles, and no one was more ready to add to them than Bothwell.  (He was reported to have said that when he returned to Scotland, killing Moray and Lethington was going to be his first order of business.  He probably had not forgotten the incident involving his servants.) Bothwell did not, however, immediately receive Mary's messages.  Her courier, a cousin of Bothwell's named Alexander Hepburn, was detained by the English before he was able to leave Britain.  This raises an interesting point.  How did the English find Hepburn so quickly?  Where did they get their information?  The most obvious answer is through the Lennox camp.   They were no more eager for Bothwell's return than the English.  It was essential to their plans to have no one around Mary but themselves.  (It is probably significant that John Weymss--who attempted to bribe Bothwell's servants into ridding the political scene of their master for good--was a Lennox man.) 

When, back in March, Bothwell--probably, as Moray suspected, at Mary's secret request--abandoned his newly-won post as Captain of the Scots Guards to make a sudden, unannounced return to Scotland, the Lennoxes, as well as Moray, with the aid of Cecil in England, conspired to drive him out again.  By pressing the old kidnapping and jail-breaking charges against the exile, this unlikely coalition managed to prevent the Queen from bringing him to court.  For good measure, the cabal also triumphantly produced a former servant of Bothwell's, who was now in the employ of the Lennox circle--and who had led the earlier attempt in France to murder him--to pour a fresh round of slanders about the Earl into Mary's ears.  (Despite Mary's exasperated declaration to Moray that she "could not hate"2 Bothwell.) 

Faced with the prospect of standing trial in a kangaroo courthouse summoned and controlled by Moray and his followers, (as well as plans to simply kidnap and murder him,) Bothwell returned to France in the beginning of May as abruptly as he had arrived, even though Mary was refusing to declare him an outlaw for his refusal to appear before Moray‘s assembly.  (The exact motive behind his visit remains a mystery.) 

On the surface, this hostile attitude of the Lennoxes would seem strange.  Under normal circumstances, they should have welcomed any allies of Mary's as allies of theirs.  The truth was, they knew too well that he would be an obstacle to any sort of schemes against Mary.  Darnley or his father, already settling into their roles as Elizabeth's spies on Mary, must have tipped off England about Mary's intention to recall Bothwell.  Even before the putative wedding, Mary's fiancé and his family were clearly working not with, but against her. 

Mary was alarmed by Bothwell's failure to answer her summons for him to return.  Now that she had openly broken with Moray, she knew she needed Bothwell's help in the confrontation with her brother and his allies that she knew was coming.  Even though she may not have yet realized that the Lennoxes were acting as Elizabeth's agents, she knew perfectly well how utterly useless her future husband was.  He would be of no help to her whatsoever, as far as running the country or leading her army was concerned.  With even more secrecy than her previous attempt to contact Bothwell, she sent another messenger to France... 

Moray's opposition to the Darnley marriage left him with no option other than rebellion.  Mary's intransigence forced him, for the first and last time of his career, into open action, rather than the subtle behind-the-scenes manipulation he preferred. 

He and Darnley were busily trading accusations that each of them had tried to have the other murdered.  As they both seem to have been correct, this did nothing to calm matters.  Moray even seems to have nursed a wild scheme of kidnapping both Mary and Darnley, imprisoning his sister, and shipping Darnley back to England. 

Fortunately (or, considering how things turned out, unfortunately,) Mary was warned of this plan, and was able to avoid Moray's ambush.  The news of this plot, however, made her realize that she would probably have to marry Darnley rather sooner than she had intended, if she was going to marry him at all. 

Elizabeth, while publicly staying out of the conflict, was privately encouraging Moray, promising him whatever money or forces would be necessary to defeat Mary. 

It is difficult to say what Elizabeth was thinking (undoubtedly an unproductive endeavor for her, as well, given the tangled schemes in which she engaged.)  She would not have wanted to lose as useful a servant as Moray, but, on the other hand, he was no longer as necessary to her as he had been.  She now had Darnley in Scotland to use as a tool against Mary. 

It was, of course, of the utmost importance that she conceal that fact.  The world must see her as being inexorably opposed to the marriage.  So she continued to give Moray all her promises...and, aside from a few token sums of money, none of her help. 

There may have been an even deeper element to Mary's feud with Moray--one neither of them would openly mention.  Randolph, in an August 1565 letter, on the topic of Mary's extreme anger towards her brother, commented that there was "some heavier matter at her heart against him than she will utter to any."3 Less than two months later, on the same topic, Randolph went into even more detail, in a very odd and enigmatic passage that deserves close attention. 

He wrote to Cecil, "One matter I think good to disclose to you, viz., the hatred conceived against my Lord of Moray is neither for his religion, nor yet for that which she now speaketh, that he would take the crown from her--as she said lately to myself that that was his intent--but that she knoweth that he understandeth some such secret part (not to be named for reverence sake) that standeth not with her honor, which he so much detesteth, being her brother, that neither can he show himself as he hath done, nor she think of him but as of one whom she mortally hateth.  Here is the mischief, this is the grief, and how this may be salved and repaired, it passeth, I trow, man's wit to consider.  This reverence, for all that, he hath to his Sovereign, that I am sure there are very few that know this grief; and to have this obloquy and reproach of her removed, I believe he would quit this country all the days of his life."4 

Here is the mischief, indeed.  No one has ever been able to satisfactorily explain these strange allusions of Randolph's.  Even when we take into consideration the fact that Randolph was Elizabeth's servant, Moray's friend, and Mary's enemy, there was clearly something most unusual going on in Scottish court circles--something that went far beyond Mary and Moray's power struggles.  But what?  (As a measure of historians' utter bafflement in the matter, there is the 19th century German historian, von Raumer, who suggested that Randolph was referring to an incestuous affair between the brother and sister!)5 

On returning to planet Earth, it seems that most other writers, unable to find any other reasons, assume these allusions refer to Mary's supposed affair with David Rizzio.  This seems a pitifully weak explanation for the cataclysmic rupture Randolph is describing.  For one thing, Rizzio had, for several years now, been Mary's secretary and political agent, not her lover, and Moray knew it as well as anyone.  He indeed hated Rizzio, but because the secretary was assisting Mary in top-secret political dealings with Catholic Europe that he, Moray, was completely in the dark about. 

Even if Rizzio were Mary's lover, that would hardly be sufficient to explain the depths of animosity between the Queen and Moray.  Besides, at the bottom of their feud was her marriage to Darnley--not Rizzio.  The two issues simply had nothing to do with each other.  Moray opposed the Queen's marriage to Darnley because she was having an affair with Rizzio?  It makes no sense.  No, Darnley himself--and Mary's plans for him--were at the bottom of the secret between the Queen and her brother.  Even making allowances for Randolph's imperfect reliability, (due to his penchant for hyperbole, his biases, and the fact that he was hardly Mary's confidante,) there is a clear indication of something very strange going on in Mary's life, something that Moray found genuinely alarming and unspeakable.  Something that goes far beyond mere dallyings with the hired help.  Moray was hardly that easily shocked.  His antipathy to the Darnley marriage went even deeper than simply his loss of sole authority in Scotland.  That alone cannot explain why he went to the extreme, desperate step of launching an unpopular overthrow attempt against his sister, the Queen.  Very few things could explain it, unless Moray realized exactly the kind of marriage Mary had planned:  A sham marriage, which would soon include a sham "stand-in" heir, for Mary to use as a political tool for as long as it was convenient for her.  That would have shocked him very much indeed.  And ruined the already fragile relationship between Mary and her half-brother beyond repair. 

Mary must, at this time, have already been thinking how much simpler her life would be if she could marry a man of her own choosing, irrespective of politics, and bring forth a child out of love, not necessity.  Instead, she had Darnley. 

That amazing young man was, even at this early stage, proving to be more of a hindrance to Mary than a help.  Randolph (who elsewhere said of Darnley that "he is known to be a fool,")6 went so far as to openly predict his eventual end.  Shortly before the marriage was announced, Randolph wrote to Cecil, "His [Darnley's] behavior is such that he is come in open contempt of all men that were his chief friends.  What shall become of him I know not; but it is greatly to be feared he can have no long life amongst this people.  The Queen, being of better understanding, seeketh to frame and fashion him to the nature of her subjects; but no persuasion can alter that which custom hath made in him.  He is counted proud, disdainful and suspicious, which kind of men this soil of any other can least bear."7 

The strain Mary was under, of dealing with the political tempest of her marriage on the one hand, and the personal tempest of dealing with her increasingly obnoxious intended on the other, on top of the stress of convincing herself that she was doing the right thing, was taking its toll on her.  In the period leading up to the wedding, she grew uncharacteristically shrewish, short-tempered and quarrelsome.  She even managed to have spats with each of her maids-of-honor, her "Four Maries," Mary Seton, Mary Fleming, Mary Livingstone, and Mary Beaton, who had been her closest companions since childhood.   (Darnley was no more popular with the "Maries" than he was with anyone else.  Their lack of enthusiasm for the marriage--which no doubt echoed her own private misgivings--probably served to further jangle her fraying nerves.) 

"Of the poor Queen herself," Randolph professed to be in utter astonishment, "so pitiful her condition seemed to him." 8 He added, "She is now so much altered from that which lately she was known to be that who now beholdeth her doth not think her to be the same.  Her majesty is laid aside; her wits not such as they were; her beauty other than it was; her cheer and countenance changed into I wot not what--a woman more to be pitied than any that ever I saw."9 

Randolph went on to report that it behooved Queen Elizabeth to at least send money to Moray and his fellow rebels, if she was not going to use force against Mary.  He pointed out that "It is worth the expense of so much money to cut off the suspicion that men make of her Majesty, [Elizabeth] that she never liked thing in her life better than to see this Queen so meanly matched."10 

Moray could, at this time, have used all the help he could get.  He had counted on the Protestant people of Scotland rising in revolt against a Catholic marriage.  Nothing of the sort, however, seemed likely to happen.  The Protestant nobles were split, as Mary had foreseen.  While some, fearing the loss of their own power at court, sided with Moray, many others, related to Darnley by either blood or marriage ties, were quite happy to accept this seeming Catholic triumph, as long as they themselves could profit from it. The people, however anti-Catholic they might be, also had no desire for rebellion.  In her four years in Scotland, Mary had made herself quite popular.  The Scots were proud of their beautiful young Queen, and as she had not given them any reason to fear her on religious grounds, they had no interest in causing her trouble.  Moray was seen as little more than a malcontent and a sore loser. 

His open efforts at building a revolt did, however, have the effect of helping to push Mary towards the wedding.  Her actions towards that end had been, from the start, decidedly equivocal--she was simultaneously deliberately flaunting her intention to marry Darnley, while postponing the actual wedding for as long as possible.  She finally realized, however, that she could not continue to delay forever. 

Her hesitation was making Elizabeth increasingly nervous.  As far as Good Queen Bess was concerned, Mary could not get to the altar with Darnley fast enough.  Despite all Elizabeth's efforts to show her displeasure with the match--her carefully staged tantrums (done only when she felt sure the marriage would actually take place,) her threats, her theatrical incarceration of Lady Lennox in the Tower, as punishment for having arranged the match, (Elizabeth's favorite form of statecraft was to hide her true motives by secretly giving her subjects orders, and then publicly chastising them when these orders were followed,) troublesome rumors were beginning to spread about Elizabeth's true feelings in the matter.  There was a growing awareness that her permission for Darnley to go to Scotland was, in Randolph's words, "a thing done of purpose, to worse end than I am willing to give in writing."11 If Mary were to get any idea, before the wedding, of what Elizabeth was planning, it would, of course, be an utter disaster for England.  In mid-May, Nicholas Throckmorton, who was in Scotland to deliver England's official disapproval of Mary's intentions, wrote Cecil warning him of the danger that some foreign envoy "should be able to give this Queen [Mary] intelligence that her proceedings with Lord Darnley are not so ill taken there by Her Majesty [Elizabeth] and her Council as I pretended in all my negotiations; for that would much hinder the purpose the Queen would be at."12 

Even John Knox and George Buchanan--hardly Marian partisans--were forced, later, to acknowledge the widespread talk of Elizabeth's duplicity in the matter.  Castelnau de Mauvissiere, who moved in the top diplomatic and political circles in England, Scotland, and France, wrote in his memoirs of the growing suspicions of Elizabeth's motives where Darnley was concerned.  As he tells it, Elizabeth feared nothing more than the threat of Mary making a foreign marital alliance.  To forestall this, Elizabeth "cast her eyes on the young Lord Darnley, to make a present of him to the Scottish Queen--and found means to persuade the Queen of Scots, by several powerful considerations, that there was not a marriage in Christendom which could bring her more certain advantages, together with the eventual succession to the throne of England, which she [Mary] pretended to be lodged in her person, than this with the Lord Darnley; because they two being joined in matrimony, with the consent of the Queen of England and the wisest men in both Kingdoms, would fortify each other's title, and so take out of the way many scruples which in the event of time might come to disturb these two neighboring States." 

Castelnau goes on to describe how, once Mary resolved on the marriage, she sent him to gain the official consent of the King and Queen Mother of France.  Passing through England along his way, he met with Queen Elizabeth.  He says, "but her Majesty did not outwardly show the joy and pleasure which was in her heart, when I told her that this marriage was advancing apace; on the contrary she affected not to approve it:  which thing, however, did rather hasten than retard it."  Returning from France to Scotland, Castelnau again saw Elizabeth.  He "found the Queen of England much colder towards the Queen of Scots than formerly, complaining that she had subtracted her relation and subject, and that she was intending to marry him against her consent and approbation.  And yet I am assured that these words were very far from her heart:  for she used all her efforts, and spared nothing to get this marriage a-going."13 

Randolph put the matter in even blunter terms.  After having noted to Cecil that "My whole care is how to avoid suspicion that the Queen's Majesty was the mean and worker hereof," he gleefully added, shortly before the marriage, that "a greater plague to her [Mary] there cannot be." [A literal remark?] "A greater benefit to the Queen's Majesty could not have been chanced."14 

Elizabeth had set quite a trap for Mary.  And a trap that Mary had no choice but to step into.  Darnley was virtually the only pawn left on her chessboard. 

But still she hesitated before taking the final, irrevocable step.  So far from being infatuated with Darnley, the idea of taking him on as her husband so sickened her soul that, despite all the pressing political advantages--no, political necessities of the match, she seemed unable to bring herself to formally commit herself to Darnley.  Despite her actions that seemed aimed at forwarding the marriage, she still did not set a date, she still did not even say when she would set a date, the obligatory marriage contract was not drawn up, and she still did not begin the process of applying for a dispensation.  She even made one last appeal to Spain about Don Carlos!  (She did, however, finally succeed in sending for Bothwell, much to England's consternation and her own relief.) 

The Lennoxes were becoming impatient.  Old Lord Ruthven was running out of spells to try on the Queen.  Elizabeth was becoming more than impatient.  The whole farce had gone on long enough.  It was time to force Mary's hand. 

Darnley and Lennox, it must be remembered, were English subjects.   They were, technically speaking, in the position of being illegal aliens in Mary's court.  Unless Darnley became Mary's husband, he could not remain in Scotland for long.  Elizabeth made full use of this fact.  At the end of June, she sent a peremptory message to Edinburgh, ordering the pair to return immediately. 

Mary was taken aback.  She had not expected Elizabeth to go so far.  She asked Randolph if there was no way to reconcile Elizabeth to the marriage.  He replied that Elizabeth would allow it under certain conditions:  Mary would have to officially declare that she made no pretensions to the English throne during the life of Elizabeth or her children; she must reconcile with Moray, and she must conform to the Protestant religion. 

In other words, she could marry Darnley, if she was willing to get nothing from it but the possession of his own charming self.  Mary was disgusted, and said so.  Randolph requested, in Elizabeth's name, that she do no harm to the Protestant lords she was at feud with, her "good subjects."  Mary retorted that Elizabeth might find them to be "good subjects," but to her they were bad subjects, and as such she meant to treat them.15 Elizabeth's action had its intended effect.  Mary realized that she could no longer put off the marriage.  Elizabeth's ultimatum left Mary with no choice but to marry Darnley immediately or ship him back to England, and the latter option--sending her main rival for the English throne home as a humiliated, antagonistic rejected suitor--was virtually impossible.  On July 22, 1565, the banns announcing the marriage were read in public.  A week or so later, on July 28th, 29th--or was it August 1st?--a wedding was said to have occurred.16 On July 28th, Mary proclaimed that Darnley be "named and styled" King during the subsistence of the marriage (she was careful to include this caveat.)  This was nothing more than a courtesy title, without the force of law--it was, in fact, illegal for Mary to make this pronouncement without the consent of Parliament.  It did little or nothing to strengthen Darnley’s questionable status as Mary’s consort.  The move was, at least in part, a compromise gesture on her part.  Darnley, urged on by his relatives, was already demanding the Crown Matrimonial.  He seems to have taken it for granted that the Crown would immediately be his, as it had been for Francis, and when Mary showed herself unexpectedly reluctant to agree, he had a fit. 

"He would in no case have it deferred a day,"17 it was reported, to get what he was convinced was nothing more than his due.  Mary, for her part, was not about to give this warped, stupid boy equal authority with herself.  God alone knew what he might do with it.  (Considering that the main feature of the Crown Matrimonial was that it would leave Darnley as King in his own right if Mary should predecease him without producing an heir, she may also already have begun to wonder why the Crown would be so important to him.  Did he know something about her planned life expectancy that she did not?) 

Mary intended to give such a feckless fool as little real authority as possible.  The deal she was offering him was, she believed, more than fair--certainly more than he deserved.  She would publicly treat him with all the respect due to her consort, and see that everyone else did as well.  (After all, any slight to his rank would be a slight to hers.)  She would bestow him with all the titles and honors he wanted.  She would, with her usual liberality, provide Darnley--who was, as he had no income of his own when he came to Scotland, financially dependant on her royal generosity--with the seemingly never-ending supply of clothes, jewels, and other trinkets he demanded.  She would make every effort (for political reasons, if no other) to keep relations between them as cordial as possible.  She was prepared to be very kind to him, as she had been to Francis.  In return, he was simply to enjoy the sound of his grand titles, play with his toys, and allow her to manage things.  Mary assumed this would suit Darnley as much as it did herself.  After all, anyone as frivolous, uneducated, and dim as her new consort would, she reasoned, not even have an interest in actual business of state. 

Left on his own, he very likely would not.  He would have been content with the mere trappings of royalty, if other, stronger voices had not whispered in his ear and pushed him to demand more and more from Mary.  It was imperative to those forces who were controlling Darnley that he be given authority.  They wanted as powerful a puppet to use against Mary as possible.  This was a complication that Mary had not been counting on--how could she have imagined her consort and his family working to harm, not bolster, her?  Normally, her best interests should have been their best interests.  She could not have known that Elizabeth had already, so to speak, outbid her for their allegiance. 

So, when Mary proved obdurate on the subject of the Crown, Darnley's tantrums on the subject disquieted her.  She did not see why it was such an issue with him.  After all, as long as she was on the throne, so was he. 

Hoping to humor him, she made her announcement giving him the name of King.  It was an empty title, but then Darnley was an empty man.  If things worked out, she reasoned, it could actually be to her own political advantage for her husband to be styled as King.  It would be a great extension of her own Royal authority to have a King and Queen, not merely a Queen alone, in Scotland.  Certainly, her Royal authority needed all the extending it could get.  It would do no harm, perhaps do a lot of good, and, she assumed, keep Darnley quiet and happy at the same time. 

And so, on the evening of July 28th, the proclamation was read making Darnley, however nominally, King.  It was recorded that the only listener to cheer the announcement was the Earl of Lennox. 

Mary and Darnley, we are told, were subsequently married by Catholic rites.  Or were they? 

The necessary Papal dispensation had yet to be issued.  This fact, incredibly, was not discovered until around 1900, by a historian, Father J.E. Pollen, in his researches in the Vatican archives.  There can be little doubt, based on this finding, that Mary deliberately sabotaged her own marriage.  Consider the timeline:  Darnley, already seen by many as her future husband, arrived in Scotland in February of 1565.  In mid-May, she made him an Earl, which was interpreted as a virtual announcement of their engagement.  However--even though she knew full well that the issuing of dispensations was, like all bureaucratic red tape, a lengthy and complicated process, the envoy she sent to the Vatican to arrange the matter did not even leave Scotland until sometime after June 28th!  The envoy arrived in Rome (having made a side trip to France) on August 14th, some two weeks after the marriage was said to have taken place.  He did not leave Rome with the dispensation until October 2nd. 

It has been argued, in defense of Mary's incredible flouting of the laws of her Church, that for reasons of (depending on your view) passion or politics, she was forced to hurry the marriage along sooner than she intended, but it does not explain why she waited until virtually the last minute to get the dispensation process started.  Her actions ensured that their marriage would be technically illegal, and, most importantly, that any children they might have would be illegitimate.  Pollen concluded, "She was deliberately risking an invalid union, and according to the law of the Church she achieved one."  (Interestingly, Pollen added casually that if the marriage had not been consummated by the time the dispensation arrived, "the fault will, after all, not have been so very grave."  The implications are obvious.)18 

We have only one description of the marriage ceremony--from Randolph, who was not even there.  He tells us that the ceremony was unusual.  After the couple said their vows and exchanged rings, he relates, Darnley left, leaving Mary and the other Catholics to listen to the full nuptial mass.   Randolph goes on to describe how, after the mass was over, Mary changed her clothes (as a widow, she would have worn black, as etiquette demanded,) but was not, as was customary, brought to the bridal bed.  He wrote that Mary omitted this act "to signify unto the world, that it was no lust moved them to marry, but only the necessity of her country, not, if she will, to leave it destitute of an heir." 

What an oddly contradictory thing for Mary to say.  If she were so concerned about Scotland not having an heir, she would logically cite this as a reason for her to get to the marriage bed as soon as possible!  What was she hinting at--that there were other ways of obtaining the needed heir?  Ways that involved neither Darnley or herself?  And what was Randolph trying to imply by including this quote?  Particularly in view of the fact that Randolph goes on to speak of "suspicious men" having made speculations (apparently arising from a rumor--an untrue one--going around court that Mary had secretly married on July 9th) that the couple had already consummated their relationship. Randolph refutes this idea with a rather strangely confident certainty.  He wrote Leicester, "I would not your Lordship should so believe; the likelihoods are so greatly to the contrary, that if it were possible to see such an act done, I would not believe it."19 

How could Randolph feel so sure that Mary and Darnley had never slept together?  Why did he even feel the need to pass on such a definite assertion on what would seem a rather unimportant issue?  And what "likelihoods" was he referring to?  If he believed that Mary would not do such a thing out of personal virtue--that she was "not that sort of girl"--or any other obvious reason, he would have said so.  Why was he being so enigmatic and so certain at the same time?  He clearly thought the idea was not only unlikely, but impossible.  Why?  It may be significant that, at this time, Randolph was courting Mary Beaton, who, as one of the Queen's "Four Maries," was one of Mary's most intimate companions.  What might she have let slip, or hinted, to the English diplomat about Mary's relationship with Darnley? 

Mary Beaton undoubtedly knew that Darnley was syphilitic; that he probably could not produce an heir--at least not without serious jeopardy to the lives of both mother and child.  She knew that Mary desperately needed an heir and her preferred matrimonial options had been thwarted.  Darnley was all that was left to her. 

Still, the prospect of this unsavory union was profoundly daunting to the Scottish Queen.  All would be lost if, in order to produce succession and to secure her claim to the English throne, both she and her heir became infected and died.  But did she have any choice but to go ahead with this marriage? 

Perhaps it was her training in the court of that cunning sorceress, Catherine de Medici, that now inspired Mary, who loved acting and intrigue, to orchestrate a stunningly elaborate hoax.  John Daniel Leader, in his biography of Mary, noted that "Mary Stuart's was not a life marked by an occasional conspiracy.  It was first to last one long conspiracy, of vast intricacy and varying interest,"20 and, "At conspiracy, the Queen of Scots was an adept; at acting, a consummate performer; and she took care during her chequered life never to allow these gifts to rust for want of using."21 James Anthony Froude observed, even more succinctly, that "Mary Stuart was an admirable actress; rarely, perhaps, on the world stage has there been a more skillful player."22 This was to be a role for the ages.  Mary would "play" the wife of Lord Darnley--in the amphitheater of history.  She would stage a ceremony to convince her audience that the Queen was now poised to rule Scotland and England for herself, her fellow Catholics, and her progeny.  Lacking both a Papal dispensation and a marriage contract, this ceremony was without the sanction of Church or state; it was a "marriage" only for political show.  The historian T.F. Henderson once noted of Mary that "there never was more than make-believe in her partiality for Darnley."23 He likely never realized just how accurate he was. 

With rumors abounding about previous, secret weddings, Mary could use the confusion over her marital status to her benefit; if this ceremony was exposed as a fraud, she could laugh away the embarrassment by intimating that the actual, sanctified union when she and Darnley exchanged the vows of holy matrimony occurred on one of the earlier dates. 

Darnley would have no choice but to agree to follow the script, although his performance as Mary's husband always lacked credibility.  But it was this, or nothing, and his family was hardly in a position to say no.  Mary's inner circle willingly participated in the deception because they knew the very fate of Scotland and England depended on the Queen producing an heir.  And so, the "admirable actress" created a whirlwind, and, as she had always done, rode recklessly ahead on its current. 

As we consider all this, we must remember Randolph's equally inscrutable hints about the true reasons for Mary and Moray's feud.  Randolph was good friends with Moray.  Mary's brother was one of Randolph's chief "contacts" at the Scottish court.  Whatever knowledge either had of Mary's plans would certainly be shared with the other. It is also Randolph who provides us with the only personal glimpse we have of Mary's emotions in the days leading up to her new marriage. 

In July, he reported on the change in Mary.  He describes her as obviously deeply troubled and depressed, as if she had a "misliking of her own doings."24

  
[image: Decorative Chapter Ending Graphic] 






Chapter 17






-Seventeen-
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Mary, probably to her great relief, had little time for much of a honeymoon, or even a normal domestic routine with her new "husband."  Her days were occupied with something much more to her taste:  preparing for battle.  She had always loved nothing more than a good fight. 

The only question was whether Moray would oblige her by providing one.  The rebel troops were in a somewhat disorganized condition, as no one except Moray himself seemed to have a good idea of just what they were fighting over. 

They were further discouraged by the spectacle of one of Elizabeth's famous one-hundred-and-eighty degree turns in policy.  Instead of giving the project of Mary's overthrow her promised moral and practical support, the English Queen, disconcerted by the surprising speed and determination the Queen of Scots was showing against her enemies, chickened out altogether. 

Elizabeth instead resorted to one of her most common policies--leaving her friends in the lurch.  It was always her way to lure people into doing her bidding, and then abandon them when they became inconvenient.  Upon hearing of Mary's marriage, Elizabeth lost all interest in Moray and his travails. 

Catherine de Medici, on the other hand, had a different outlook on the situation in Scotland.  She feared that Moray's rebellion would give Mary the perfect opportunity to free herself from Protestant domination and put Scotland under the protection of France's great enemy, Spain.  To Catherine, this was a calamity which must at all costs be prevented.  She sent one of her most experienced diplomats, Castelnau de Mauvissiere, to Scotland to urge Mary to do whatever it took to reconcile with Moray. 

Mary was disgusted at the very thought.  It was revenge she sought, not reconciliation.  The "peace at any price" policy Catherine advocated was, in Mary's view, strictly for cowards and weaklings, and she knew perfectly well that she herself was neither.  "Scotland should not be turned into a republic," Castelnau recorded Mary saying.  "She would sooner lose her crown than wear it at the pleasure of her rebellious subjects and the Queen of England.  Instead of advising her to make peace, Catherine de Medici should have stepped forward to her side and assisted her to avenge the joint wrongs of France and Scotland; if France failed her in her extremity," (here a slightly menacing note enters her tone,) "grieved as she might be to leave her old allies, she would take the hand which was offered to her by Spain; she would submit to England--never."1 When Castelnau asked, "Would she rather hazard her estate and life by giving battle?"  Mary firmly replied that she certainly would, "rather than languish and not be a Queen."2 

While the Royalists were at Stirling and Glasgow, Moray made a desperate attempt to take over Edinburgh, but to no avail.  Lord Mar, the Captain of Edinburgh Castle, had the Castle guns at the ready, threatening to blow to high heaven anyone and everything who came too near.  As the populace was giving Moray no support whatsoever, he was forced to make an ignominious withdrawal from the capital, with Mary and her army in hot pursuit.  Only the foul weather saved Moray from being overtaken.  He fled to Dumfries, cowering and praying for Elizabeth to step in and save him.  Mary returned to Edinburgh, leaving her army to recuperate at Stirling, and resettled at Holyrood to plot the next move in her brother's destruction. 

Darnley, bored with politics and military affairs (the thrill of parading about in the gilt armor he had made for the occasion had already begun to pall) ignored all talk of armies and campaign strategy and went out hawking.  Mary encouraged him to spend all his waking hours outdoors, indulging his passion for sport.  She had too many important matters to deal with at the moment.  The less her new consort was underfoot, interfering with them, the happier she was. 

Mary had other reasons for feeling pleased at this time.  Bothwell was back. Bothwell had left Paris immediately after receiving Mary's summons, vanishing so suddenly that Cecil’s startled spies had to admit they had no idea where he had gone.  He traveled to Antwerp and Brussels, purchasing munitions, and eluding the English agents, who were in a mad rush to capture him before he reached Scotland, by leaving a false trail that tricked them into thinking he was going to Ireland.  He then made his way to Flushing, where, it was reported, he managed to acquire more arms, and outfitted several warships. 

Elizabeth and Cecil were waiting for him.  No fewer than seven English warships, headed by the famed explorer Anthony Jenkinson, patrolled Scottish and Irish waters in search of Bothwell.  At all costs, the Earl was to be prevented from again becoming a factor in Scottish politics. 

Bothwell proved to justify all their apprehensions.  Instead of sailing home in the bulky warship Cecil had expected, he used a very small, very fast vessel, deftly maneuvering his way through Elizabeth's armada. 

When he reached the mouth of the river Tweed, the noted pirate, Charles Wilson, whom Elizabeth had hired to capture--or better yet, kill--Bothwell, confronted him.  When the wind died, stalling Bothwell's ship, Wilson fired his cannons on him, but Bothwell, calmly ordering his men to immediately get out their oars, was able to elude his pursuers long enough to catch a favorable wind, and he escaped. 

Later that day, Bothwell landed at Eyemouth.  Within fifteen minutes, he had unloaded his ship, collected horses, and was on his way to the Queen.   On September 20, two and a half years after he had left Scotland, Bothwell returned to court and again laid his services at the Queen's disposal. 

Mary did not bother to hide her delight at his arrival.  She had the majority of Scotland on her side, but there was no one but herself to lead them.  She had already reached the point where she was hoping that Darnley and his father would prove to be nothing worse than useless.  She was in desperate need of a general, a chief of staff, a political advisor, and a trustworthy friend.  Bothwell, she knew, would be all of those.  Less than a month after Bothwell's return, Randolph was already crying on Cecil's shoulder that Mary "is now content to make of him, to credit him, and place him in honor above any subject she hath!"  (He added mysteriously, "If I could as well verify one other thing that I have heard, as I am certain of these two matters I have written, I have a thing more strange than either of these, whereof I will not make mention until I have some better assurance than yet I have.")3 

After reviewing the Queen's forces, Bothwell calculated they would be ready to march on the rebels by the end of the month.  The army would be more than enough to sweep their enemies over the Border or into the sea.  If Moray was stupid enough to stand his ground, Bothwell promised Mary, he would be annihilated. 

At this point, Darnley suddenly raised his perfumed little head.  He took enough time from his endless hawking expeditions to complain to Mary that Bothwell was becoming much too important around the court.  The Queen's army, he insisted, should be run by the King and his father, and no one else. 

Mary could just see them try to do it.  She pointed out to Darnley that neither he nor Lennox knew the first thing about leading an army.  She made it clear that, as she saw it, their proper roles were to stay out of the way and let things be managed by people who actually knew what they were doing.  She laughed, and tried to persuade the boy, covered in the jewelry and lace he had acquired with her money, to concern himself with matters more appropriate to his abilities--such as his wardrobe.4 

Darnley, like most two-year-olds, could not abide being told "no."  Left to his own devices, he, of course, would not know what to do with an army if his life depended upon it.  Furthermore, he wouldn't really care to know.  He would have, as Mary had assumed he would,  been happy to occupy himself with his hawking, his clothes shopping, and his drunken roisterings, leaving Mary and Bothwell to run Scotland. 

But Darnley, who was, in the words of a contemporary, "ambitious of power," but "incapable of business, and the easy dupe of every crafty or interested companion whom he met,"5 had other voices whispering in his ear and spurring him forward--the voices of Lennox and his other relatives, with Elizabeth's guiding hand behind them. 

You, Henry Stuart, are the King of Scotland, the future King of England, they pointed out to him.  It is no more than your right to be in charge of everything.  The Queen has no right to refuse you your proper place--after all, she has already denied you enough already... 

You are a man, while she is merely a woman, they drilled into his head.  Stand up to her, as a proper husband should! 

And so he did, in typical Darnley fashion.  When Mary remained uncooperative, pointing out that Lennox was not even available--he was busily occupied in the west, keeping the Campbell clan from making inroads on his lands--her consort, infuriated as always whenever he was crossed, pouted, whined, nagged, and sulked.  Bothwell himself stayed out of the dispute, however exasperated he may have been by the delay in getting their army on the march.   He informed Mary that he, himself, had no interest in who was named as their commander--his concern was in heading out to teach Moray a well-deserved lesson. 6 Mary, realizing the essential irrelevance of the dispute, compromised, and the army was left to wait nearly a week until Lennox returned, despite the fact that, as Bothwell had feared, this gave the rebels time to make a safe withdrawal to Carlisle.  Bothwell was left in practical, if informal, control of the main body of her army, where she and Darnley rode, while Lennox was allowed to massage his proud sense of self-importance as “the King’s father,” by officially leading the vanguard.7 

By early October, the army was finally ready to march.  As during the Gordon rebellion, Mary was in her element.  She loved excitement, craved physical action, and was fascinated by danger.  The atmosphere of an army camp, the society of soldiers, and the feeling of riding out through her kingdom at the head of thousands of armed men, suited her, she found, perfectly. "Although the most part waxed weary," Knox noted in grudging admiration, "yet the Queen's courage increased manlike, so that she was ever with the foremost."8 Perched on her horse, wearing an armor breastplate, a helmet, and with a pair of pistols strapped at her belt, she made a most dashing spectacle.  The soldiers were delighted with their Queen. 

The "Chaseabout Raid," as her expedition against Moray was dubbed, proved to be even more one-sided than the Gordon rebellion.  As the name implies, Mary and her army had little to do but take some brisk exercise and make a tour of the Scottish countryside. 

Many of the rebels had already surrendered without even a fight.  Moray and the rest of his associates, before the Royalists even caught up to them, fled into England, where they received a chilly reception from Elizabeth, who had no patience with losers.  Mary's courage and agility, as well as Elizabeth's vacillation, had scored an easy triumph for the Scottish Queen, although afterwards she was to give all the credit for victory to Bothwell, writing that after his return from France, "our authority prospered so well in his hands, that suddenly all our rebels were forced to depart the realm, and remain in England."9 

The Royalist mood, on seeing Moray and what was left of his forces scurrying over the Border, was exultant.  Mary joked that it was a shame to waste such an army as hers--she had half a mind to keep marching until she reached London. 10 Darnley, for his part, according to Randolph, was boasting that he was "about to be made the greatest that ever reigned in the isle of Britain."11 Mary restrained her ambitions, however.  Although Randolph had quoted her as declaring that "she would rather lost her crown than not be revenged upon him,"12 for the moment, she was content to simply see the last of her troublesome brother--for good, she hoped.  Mary, Darnley, and the rest of the court returned to Edinburgh, leaving Bothwell to guard the Borders and continue his administrative duties there.  Mary had also asked him to undertake a much-needed overhaul of Scotland's military defenses, and he entered into this congenial work with his usual brisk efficiency. 

The Royal couple, in the meantime, returned to Holyrood to continue their performance at, we are told, a state of "great strife."  Bothwell continued to be an involuntary cause of contention when Mary insisted on reappointing him to his old post as Lieutenant of the Border.  This outraged Darnley and his father, who felt Lennox was the rightful occupant of the prestigious job. 13 The Queen and her new consort quarreled fiercely over the matter, but Mary held firm.  This was too important a matter to pay any heed to Darnley's mewlings.  Lennox, she correctly ascertained, was an incompetent ass who had little more going on upstairs than his son.  The Lieutenancy was not a plaything.  Bothwell was the best man for the job, and so Bothwell it would be. 

Lennox, failing to think of any other way to express his increasing displeasure with Mary, left court in a loud huff, flouncing back to his Glasgow estates to sulk.  (His departure was partly due to his unhappiness with Mary's unexpected lack of cooperation--Queen Elizabeth had not warned him the young chit could be so stubborn--and partly with his own private quarrels with Darnley.  Father and son, it seems, had never gotten along well.  They were too much alike.) 

In Glasgow, Lennox occupied himself by running a flourishing extortion racket among the peasantry unfortunate enough to be tenants on his lands.  When Mary learned of it, she felt that this was just a bit too much.  She considered herself to be a tolerant woman, but there was a limit to everything.  She grumbled about her new "father-in-law," complaining that she "wished he had never come to Scotland."14 

Meanwhile, Darnley, who was, in Randolph’s words, “of an insolent, imperious nature, and thinks that he is never sufficiently honored,“15 found himself becoming increasingly disgruntled.  A later historical account noted that, in Darnley's mind, "the marriage was done with the consent of the nobility who thought him worthy of the place; that the whole kingdom had their eyes upon him; they would follow and serve him upon the fields, where it was a shame a woman should command.  These conceits being continuously buzzed in the young man's head."16 He was the King, he'd have everyone, most particularly the Queen, remember!  He felt most unpleasantly dominated by this strange, baffling, slightly frightening creature his family had made him marry.  His mother and Elizabeth had not said things would be like this.  He was told he would be the King, he would be in charge of all.  He would control Mary completely.  And once she gave him the Crown, everything would be his, and his alone.  And, instead, the damned girl kept getting the better of him.  It was her finding out about his "measles" that ruined everything, he thought.  She would never let him forget it.  It wasn't fair, he complained. 

And the worst of it was, he hadn't the slightest idea what to do to get back at her. Darnley consoled himself in the worst possible fashion.  Knox's continuator tells us with careful euphemism that he occupied "his time in hunting and hawking, and such other pleasures as were agreeable to his appetite, having in his company gentlemen willing to satisfy his will and affections."17 By September, less than two months after their union, it was reported that the Queen's husband had already proved himself to be completely unworthy of the high position he had been called upon to fill.  And things only got worse from there.  His alcoholism steadily increased.  Liquor seemed to bring out the worst in his unstable personality.  He soon developed a reputation for being belligerent, insulting, unpredictable, even violent.  We have an account of Darnley at one gathering at Inchkeith, where, it seems, his drunken behavior was too vile even to be related in detail--it was described merely as "vicious."  At another public gathering, Mary's desperate efforts to curb his drinking sent him into such a rage that, in front of the other guests, he turned on her in an ugly fury, berating the Queen "with such words that she left the place in tears, which they that know say is not strange to be seen."18 

Mary was becoming genuinely frightened--not of her consort, but of her growing hatred of him.  When she "married" Darnley, she had not expected to love, or even particularly like him.  She had, though, assumed that mutual self-interest would bind them together into a profitable working partnership. 

As they both wanted the same thing in life--the English throne--she had pictured them working in reasonable harmony together to obtain their great common goal.  They would, outwardly at least, be a united front against the world, supporting and defending each other against their mutual enemies.  She would use the political forces he represented to create a stronger, more unified Scotland underneath her, which, joined to the alliance with Catholic England, would leave her in an unbeatable position.  For the sake of politics, she had been willing to overlook a great many personality flaws. 

She was used to dealing with enemies.  But what was she to do if the worst of them all turned out to be her consort? 

It was in this atmosphere of increasing mutual distrust and dislike, in the fall/winter of 1565, that whispers began to circulate hinting the Queen of Scots was with child.
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Chapter 18






  -Eighteen-
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"The Queen's great belly is everywhere ridiculed."1 

So commented a leading political figure just before Queen Mary gave birth to a much-needed heir.  The suspicion was widespread that the pregnancy was a faked one--even many of the Queen's relatives questioned whether she was truly about to give birth. 

The woman in question was not, however, Mary, Queen of Scots, but a woman who lived a century later--the consort of England's King James II, Mary of Modena. The situations the two Queen Marys found themselves in were strangely similar. Like Mary of Scotland, James II, her supposed great-grandson, was a Catholic monarch in a Protestant country.  Like Mary of Scotland, he was feared and hated for it in many circles.  (Both monarchs would, in fact, after they were each forced from the throne, prove to be the last Catholic rulers of their countries.) 

Both Queen Marys desperately needed to produce heirs in order to bolster their own shaky political positions, and to prevent a Protestant from succeeding to their thrones. 

And both Queen Marys seemed to have little or no chance of having this child.  Mary of Modena had been pregnant before, but she had a tragically long history of miscarriages and premature births.  She seemed unable to carry a child to full term. 

Mary of Scotland had been forced to marry a syphilitic.  Both women's backs were up against the reproductive wall. 

What was a Queen to do in such a desperate situation?  In Mary of Modena's case, it was alleged that this pregnancy of hers--the first one of her life where she produced a surviving child--was a ruse.  From the time her pregnancy was first announced, many figures in the political circles of the time expressed grave, and, in at least some cases, seemingly sincere doubts that it could be a genuine one.  By the time she gave birth to her son, James Stuart (best known to history as the "Old Pretender,") in 1688, the matter had practically reached the level of an international crisis, and probably was at least a minor factor in James II's deposition later that year. 

For the rest of his life, the "Old Pretender" was dogged by the persistent story that he was not the true son of James II and Mary of Modena--just as, earlier in British history, James I was haunted by scornful accusations that he could not possibly be the true son of Darnley. 

We will never know if there was any truth behind the charges made against Mary of Modena.  For the purposes of this book, it does not really matter.  What does matter is this:  Everyone around her believed it could have been a sham.  Everyone truly thought that faking a royal pregnancy could be done.  Perhaps, because there were people who knew or suspected that, only one hundred years earlier, it had been done. 

In the case of Mary of Scotland and her curious pregnancy, she was luckier than Mary of Modena.  Or cleverer.  Plus, in the Scottish Queen Mary's case, there was David Rizzio around on whom people could credit--or blame--her pregnancy. 

The silly idea that Mary was sleeping with Rizzio--an idea that was largely spread by Thomas Randolph and Darnley himself--seems to have arisen out of a simple process of elimination.  Rizzio, as her confidential secretary, spent much time alone with Mary, working on those political schemes and diplomatic exchanges she wished to keep secret.  He was seen as being the only man with sufficient private access to her to be, logistically speaking, able to father a child on her. 

Despite such desperate allegations, it is all but impossible to imagine Mary--as conscious of her own sense of royal pride and dignity as she was--lowering herself to the point of becoming the mistress of her secretary. 

Mary had never been one for light flirtations, let alone casual affairs.  Her deportment with men had never had a deliberately sexual aspect to it.  She was always, in that respect at least, a virtuous woman. 

And if she were ever to "let herself go" in that way, she would never begin with poor, doomed Rizzio.  One can only picture Mary going to bed with a man for one of two reasons--political duty or genuine love.  While she seems to have liked Rizzio's company and treated him with great kindness and generosity--as she always treated everyone who was in her employ--not even Mary's most hostile biographers have been able to find the slightest trace of evidence that she thought of Rizzio as anything but a useful political servant. 

Also, the not inconsiderable factor of her own personal morals aside, Mary had an enormous pride in her own heritage.  On her father's side, she came from a long line of Scottish kings dating back hundreds of years.  On her revered mother's side, the Guises were one of the most venerable aristocratic dynasties in France.  They claimed to trace their ancestry back to Charlemagne.  Would Mary--trained from birth to see herself as the culmination of both these bloodlines, and extremely aware of the fact, deeply conscious of her responsibility to carry on those noble lineages--allow a servant to father an illegitimate child on her?  She would, without hesitation, kill herself first. 

And everyone who knew her seemed, deep down, to realize it.  They could not picture Rizzio fathering her child. 

However, people seemed to have an even harder time picturing Darnley as the father.  Randolph, who did as much as anyone to spread the Rizzio story, seems, even before Mary and Darnley wed, to have discounted the possibility of a consummation of their marriage.  His reasoning was simple:  Obviously, to Randolph, Darnley could not possibly get Mary with child.  Therefore, if she was pregnant (and Randolph, we shall see, seemed to have doubts about even that,) Rizzio was the only possible father. 

If she was not pregnant by Rizzio, she was not pregnant by anyone. 

Precisely. 

Mary, it can be certain, never imagined her "son" James--who was crowned King at the age of thirteen months after Mary was forced to abdicate--would actually succeed her on the throne.  He was merely an "emergency heir" she had adopted to provide the political support she desperately needed until her position was stable enough to allow herself the luxury of the husband of her choice--a man personally worthy to fill the role of her consort, a man who would father children on her that Mary would be proud to have as her successors.   Not the diseased children of a syphilitic degenerate.  And certainly not the bastard children of an obscure secretary. 

If Mary died childless, she knew that all hell would break loose in Scotland over who would succeed her.  The Hamiltons and the Lennox Stuarts would start a civil war over which of their factions would take the throne.  Since Darnley was her consort, and was already the nominal King, his side would likely win, even though she had stood firm in her refusal to grant him the Crown Matrimonial. 

If the thought of the Hamiltons taking over her throne was unpleasant to Mary, the idea of Darnley doing so was unbearable. 

And it would be so easy for anyone--particularly her loving husband--to arrange matters to his benefit.  Some poison in her wine, or an "accidental" fall down the stairs (like the one that broke the neck of Leicester's wife, Amy Robsart,) or an "accidental" arrow shot through her chest as she was out hunting (as in the case of the 12th century English King, William Rufus,) or (as in the case of most of her predecessors on the Scottish throne,) an open, simple, straightforward, bloody murder.  And her crown would be for the taking. 

It was very simple.  Until she had an heir, her life was in constant jeopardy. 

All this was obvious to her contemporaries.  Unknown to most observers, however, was that Mary carried the additional pressure of her own little state secret; that producing an heir was necessary, not just for her own sake, but for Scotland's, as well.  When she married Francis, the Guises, as well as her future father-in-law, Henri II, first required that she covertly sign a document.  A document swearing that, if she should die childless, she bequeathed her Scottish throne, as well as her claim to the English one, to France.  Her private inner knowledge that until she had a child, Scotland was vulnerable to a takeover attempt by another country--something that would inevitably lead to war between France, Scotland, and England--must have added a tremendous amount of secret urgency to her desire for motherhood.  She needed a son--any son--and soon. 

Mary wasted no time.  The sooner her little game was played through to the end, the better.  It was important that she seem to become pregnant as soon as possible after her marriage, while she could still publicly maintain the fiction that she and Darnley were at least on sufficiently cordial terms for people to believe they slept together.  The longer Mary knew Darnley, the harder that pose would be for her to maintain. 

By the end of October, quiet hints and rumors began to travel about the court that the Queen might be pregnant.  Randolph, who took a great interest in the matter, tried to pin the rumors down, but without what he felt were definitive results.  He was very hesitant to believe they could be true.  The Queen limited herself to smiles and enigmatic words. 

At the same time these stories were circulating, at least one of the ladies of the court was certainly pregnant.  She was Margaret Beaton, Lady Reres, the wife of Arthur Forbes of Reres. 

Lady Reres had several close ties to Mary.  Her uncle, Cardinal Beaton, until his assassination in 1546, had been Mary of Guise's closest advisor.  Reres' niece was Mary Beaton, one of the Queen's "Maries" (and, let us not forget, the object of Randolph's somewhat dubious affections.)  Another Beaton sister, Elizabeth, was one of James V's innumerable mistresses, and had a child by him--Mary's half-sibling.  Another family member was James Beaton, Archbishop of Glasgow, Mary's Ambassador to France and a confidante of the Queen's.  Lady Reres was also a younger sister of Janet Beaton, the reputed witch and former lover of Bothwell.  The two were still good friends.  (According to George Buchanan, Lady Reres had also been Bothwell's mistress at some time in the past.  This is not impossible, but, on the other hand, Buchanan is hardly the world's most credible source.  Also, in his writings vilifying Mary--written specifically to justify her deposition--Buchanan shows a remarkable personal venom against Lady Reres.  This specific attack on a woman who was, on the surface, a very minor court figure, is, on the face of it, puzzling.  Why would Buchanan expend such energy on her--unless he knew of her secret; that she was the true mother of Mary's son, King James, and Buchanan was attempting to obscure that fact by describing her as a fat, degenerate, aged "bawd" who was, by insinuation, long past childbearing years?  Buchanan, a Lennox partisan who was King James' childhood tutor, would not want the truth about his paternity to come out.) 

All in all, Lady Reres would be an ideal "surrogate" as far as Mary was concerned. 

The progression of this particular scheme was the only thing in Mary's life that seemed to be going according to plan.  Darnley, her child's nominal father, was proving himself ever more unfit for even the strictly ceremonial role Mary had envisaged for him. 

He was a bad consort, a hopeless political figure, and a worse "husband."  So far from being the political savior that Mary had hoped he would be (and that, logically, he should have been,) he was, instead--as Elizabeth had planned--a political and personal nightmare for Mary.  More and more, Mary found herself being forced to devote the time she would ordinarily spend developing her own political enterprises to the job of simply trying to repair the damage caused by Darnley. 

His lifestyle had gone from bad to worse.  When he wasn't at his eternal hunting and hawking trips, he was drinking nearly non-stop, associating with people of the lowest sort (as they were the only ones by now who could tolerate his society,) and seemingly doing his utmost to make himself a public scandal. 

He soon became a figure of universal contempt.  Mary was disgusted and horrified.  She did not take Darnley's degenerate activities as a personal blow--in that sense, she cared nothing about whom he saw or what he did with them--but politically, it was painful to her always-sensitive sense of royal pride.  How was she to get people to take her seriously as the Queen, as the leader of British Catholicism, to respect her royal dignity, when her consort was a drunken guttersnipe who was openly mocked by the lowliest peasant? 

It did not help her feelings very much that everyone blamed Darnley--not herself--for their problems.  She was aware that she had become an object of pity--the "poor Queen"--and the thought galled her pride even further. 

She must have been relieved to think that, at least, she was spared the shame of actually bearing this creature's child.  Until she had acquired a son--Lady Reres must have been thrilled to be giving birth to the future heir of Scotland--there was nothing for Mary to do except grit her teeth and deal with Darnley as best she could.  She must not openly break with him until Reres' pregnancy was well advanced.  It would not do for the world to realize that relations between the King and Queen were so bad that it was difficult, if not impossible, to imagine them conceiving a child together. 

An observer at Mary's court noted early on the miserable position she was in.  He reported that the Queen, understandably anxious for her new matrimonial arrangement to bring her the political success she expected, was doing her best to try to get along with the insolent young fool she had been forced to utilize, although Darnley, for his part, could not "be persuaded upon to yield the smallest thing to please her." 2 

Whenever the Queen and her consort met--which was now as seldom as Mary could manage without causing too much talk--Darnley was after her to give him the Crown Matrimonial, endlessly demanding his "rights." 

His insane persistence on the subject only served to strengthen the conclusion Mary had come to; that giving someone of Darnley's character any real power would be not only stupid, but positively dangerous.  Perhaps even suicidal.  She realized that, if he were to become king in his own right, she would be, in his eyes, a superfluous obstacle.  Worse, an obstacle that knew a dreadful secret about him, giving him additional reasons to want her out of the way permanently. 

The notion of "kingship" that Darnley's mother and Queen Elizabeth had planted in his brain had managed to take a firm root there, and was speedily growing, like a malignant cancer.  The Crown had become an obsession with him.  It is likely that he couldn't say, even to himself, exactly why he wanted the Crown, or what he would do with it if he had it.  It did not matter.  It was his "right," and Mary was refusing to give it to him.  This only fanned the flames of his fixation, causing him to become all the more determined to get it--dangerously, murderously determined. 

What made his demands for the Crown increasingly frantic was the fact that he now had a deadline for getting it.  It was imperative for him to obtain it before Mary produced "their" child. 

(This fact suggests another point.  Darnley's family would not want Mary to become pregnant before Darnley had safely been granted the Crown.  Even if their relationship had been an entirely normal one, it would be against his best interests to have her produce an heir too soon.  The Lennoxes would likely have told Darnley not to impregnate his wife until she had officially made him King.  This would have been an excellent bargaining chip for them--Darnley gets the Crown, or she does not get an heir.  Simply going by this implication alone, it makes it doubtful that James was Mary and Darnley's child.) 

This "pregnancy" of Mary's was not something the Lennoxes had been counting on.  It forced them to revise their plans completely.  Knowing of Darnley's disease, they had, of course, assumed that there would not be any children of the marriage--healthy, living ones, at any rate.  They believed they could easily dispose of Mary and replace her with Darnley on the throne any time they chose.  But now that she seemed, almost immediately, to indeed be expecting an heir--God knew how--Mary could not be eliminated that easily.  And, of course, they could not tell the world the truth--that there was no way in the world that Mary could be carrying Darnley's child--because doing so would be to reveal Darnley's own unpleasant little secret.  Once again, it seemed, that incalculable, infuriating girl had gotten the better of them. 

Darnley's steadily growing feelings of frustrated rage and hatred seem, for some reason, to have fixated on David Rizzio.  Darnley, being the selfish weakling that he was, always had to have a scapegoat for his troubles.  It was, of course, unthinkable to him that he himself could ever be the slightest bit to blame for his own problems.  It was always someone else's fault.  In this case, Darnley decided it was Rizzio. 

When Darnley first came to Scotland, he and Mary's secretary were on perfectly friendly terms.  Seeing Rizzio's influence with Mary, Darnley assiduously courted his friendship, in the hopes of using him to encourage Mary into agreeing to their marriage.  For his part, Rizzio, who seems to have been genuinely concerned for Mary's best interests (until Bothwell's return, he was the only man around court who was,) believed the marriage to be the best--indeed, only--political move she could make.  He strongly advised Mary to take Darnley for her consort. 

This cordiality did not last long.  Rizzio soon became as disgusted with Darnley as everyone else was.  Darnley, in turn deeply resented that Rizzio had Mary's friendship, confidence, and trust, while he himself so obviously did not.  (The Papal Nuncio noted that Darnley "wanted all his wife's officials to depend on himself.") 3 He also hated Rizzio because he knew the secretary supported Mary in her refusal to consider granting Darnley the Crown.  (It did not seem to occur to him--very few things ever did occur to Darnley--that he himself was giving Mary all the reasons she needed to refuse him.) 

It is not clear whether or not Darnley actually believed his other accusation against Rizzio--that he was Mary's lover.  It is difficult to imagine even Darnley being that brainless.  Even if he did not believe it, it certainly suited his purposes to spread the story.  It discredited the upcoming heir, his competition for Mary's throne, without giving the true reason why he knew he could not be the father.  Also, it gave him an excuse for plotting to eliminate both Mary and Rizzio.  Instead of calling his actions what they were--a coup attempt against his own wife of the most base and despicable sort--he was merely striking a blow for marital morality.  He was, he proclaimed, defending his "honor" as a husband.  It is also hard to tell how much Darnley knew about Mary's "pregnancy."  It is  possible that he may have believed that Mary was actually pregnant, and, as he knew better than anyone that he could not possibly be the father, like Randolph, he settled on Rizzio as, logistically speaking, the only possible sire. 

There is a good chance that Mary did not inform him of her scheme for obtaining an heir.  It was always her habit to keep Darnley as uninformed of all her plans and activities as possible, as she realized that there was no surer way to ruin any enterprise than to allow Darnley to have a role in it. 

Besides, the boy, on top of all his other loathsome characteristics, was a compulsive blabbermouth.  He was quite capable of saying anything to anyone.  By helping to foster the claims that Rizzio was the father of Mary's child, he had already come rather too close to revealing the truth about their marriage.  After all, how could Darnley assert that Rizzio was having relations with Mary, and was, by implication, the father of any children she might bear--unless he knew he himself was not? 

All in all, Mary may have decided that confiding her exact plan to him would be far too risky.  She may well have simply told Darnley,  "I need an heir, and I'm going to have one.  Never mind how.  Just remember that your job is to be quiet, and everything will be fine." 

When, next thing he knew, he was told that Mary was indeed going to have a child, he would have leaped to the obvious conclusion that Mary had herself impregnated by someone else.  (Darnley was not terribly imaginative.) 

Matters moved inexorably to a tragic, ugly conclusion in December of 1565, just four months after Mary and Darnley's marriage. 

Lady Reres was past the first trimester, and Mary could now feel reasonably confident that her pregnancy would go full term.  Mary, however, as with her other sham pregnancy, during her marriage to Francis, appeared to have a hard time flatly announcing that she was pregnant.  An essentially honest person by nature, Mary felt uncomfortable with her ruse, necessary though she believed it was.  She seemed to try saying as little about it as possible.  Indeed, it is hard to say when--if ever--she officially announced her pregnancy, or when she took to wearing maternity clothes. 

The rumors grew that the Queen was pregnant, although Randolph, attempting to discover the truth for Elizabeth and Cecil, was still uncertain.  Mary was not discussing her pregnancy...she was not wearing maternity clothes and looked as slender as ever...she was carrying on her usual activities...Randolph did not know what to think. 

In December, Mary's pregnancy was confirmed in what one would think was a laughably shaky manner.  It had been observed that she was riding vigorously (she was an enthusiastic horsewoman,) and taking other particularly strenuous exercise, leading people to assert that the rumors of her condition must be false--she could not be with child if she was following such an active routine.   Mary, on hearing this, realized she must take steps to counter such talk--everyone had to believe she was pregnant.  Accordingly, when she took a trip out of town soon afterwards, she made a point of riding off in a horse litter. 

Oh, all right, then, said observers.  She must indeed be pregnant! 

When the public began to hear of the news, Mary's popularity, as she had known it would, increased tenfold.  In Scotland, even the bulk of the Protestants were pleased at the thought of an heir to the throne, and, best yet, one who would, thanks to his parents, have an indisputable claim to the English succession.  In England, the Catholics were nearly delirious with joy at the news.  They felt this triply guaranteed a return of an English Catholic dynasty.  Mary's "pregnancy" was giving her all the good public relations she could hope for. 

Simultaneously with these pregnancy rumors came word that the Queen had "withdrawn her company" from her husband, and had ceased, indeed, to have anything to do with him.  Now that the word of her imminent motherhood was spreading,  Mary at last felt safe to separate herself from Darnley's increasingly odious society. 

His official status was reduced as much as possible.  Where before, the Royal couple were referred to as "King and Queen," they were now, "The Queen and her husband."  Coins that put his name before the Queen's were withdrawn from circulation.  It was reported that his name was to be placed on all official writings behind, instead of preceding, Mary's.4 He proved himself to be so incapable of the business of state, Mary had a stamp of his signature made for use on documents requiring their joint autographs; later, she sometimes omitted his name altogether. 

These changes, trivial though they may sound, served a purpose:  They communicated to the world that, now that the Queen’s heir was on the way, she had washed her hands of Darnley, leaving everyone to feel free in treating him as the worthless nonentity he was.  As far as she was concerned, he was no longer King of Scotland, even in name.  Darnley, his strangely inflated ego offended, impotently retaliated by increasing his absences from court, and devoting himself to his debaucheries more than ever. 

He had particular reason for feeling a sense of indignation.  He and his relatives had been determined that, at the upcoming session of Parliament, Mary would see to it that he was officially granted the Crown.  Mary, however, was sending clear signals that, as far as she was concerned, Darnley could whistle for his Crown.  That he would get it only, you might say, over her dead body. 

A clear indication of her implacability in the matter came in February, when, after the Lennoxes had spent months lobbying the French court over the issue, an envoy from that country, M. Rambouillet, finally came to formally present Darnley with the "Order of St. Michael," a chivalric order somewhat similar to the famed "Order of the Garter." 

At the formal induction ceremony, Darnley wished to display, on his coat-of-arms, the Royal insignia of Scotland, as would be his right, if he were in any sense the King.  Mary coldly forbade him to do so.  Darnley, along with everyone else, interpreted this as a sign that she had no intention of ever giving him the crown. 

Darnley got his revenge on her for this in his typically pathetic fashion.  Knowing full well how much Mary hated his drinking, he threw a series of wild, drunken parties that were the talk of Edinburgh.  At one of them, he greatly offended Rambouillet by getting two of the young men in the envoy's entourage extremely drunk.  (One of them, we are told, was still feeling ill when Rambouillet left Scotland a day or two later.) 

(There is, incidentally, one other odd little anecdote about Rambouillet's visit.  To honor the envoy's arrival, Mary and some of her ladies, as part of the court festivities, put on a masquerade where they all dressed as men.  Mary was supposedly nearly five months pregnant at the time.  One would think she must have made a most unconvincing man--particularly around the waistline--but we are not told of anything unusual about her appearance.  The obvious implication is that she was still not looking noticeably pregnant.) Mary, in her turn, was able to retaliate to Darnley's increasingly hostile and obnoxious behavior in a rather more effective fashion.  The Duke of Chatelherault, the head of the Hamilton clan, had been forbidden from coming to court for having supported Moray in the Chaseabout raid.  Mary now pardoned him, an act which filled Darnley and his father with rage against her.  The Hamiltons were the Lennoxes' deadly enemies, due to their competing claims to the Scottish throne.  By this show of leniency, she was not only giving her consort a message of warning, she had acquired an additional ally against him.  As William Drury, one of Cecil's English agents, wrote to him in regards to Chatelherault's return:  "If there should between her and the Lord Darnley arise such controversy as she could not well appease, the Duke's aid she would use."  Drury added, "Darnley is in great misliking with the Queen.  She is very weary of him, and, as some judge, will be more so ere long."5 

Thus it is clear that, by the time Mary and Darnley had been married only a few months, not only were there two competing political parties at court--that of the Queen and that of her husband--but these parties were at enmity to the point where an open civil war was looked on as a distinct possibility.  Even though Darnley had so far failed to get the crown, Elizabeth and Cecil must have still been pleased with their handiwork. 

At around this time, on February 24, a seemingly more benign event occurred at court:  Bothwell was married to Jean Gordon, the twenty year old daughter of the Earl of Huntly who had rebelled against Mary in 1562.  (Her brother George had been released from prison to fight against Moray in the Chaseabout Raid.  He was allowed the nominal use of his father's title, although Mary did not officially ratify the earldom.) 

This union, like most marriages of the period, was a business arrangement, an act of universal political expediency.  Mary benefited because the marriage served to cement the questionable Gordon loyalty to her by uniting them with her strongest ally.  The Gordons benefited because marriage to the Queen's friend served to "rehabilitate" them after their recent troubles with the Crown.  And Bothwell benefited because not only did he ally himself with the one faction in Scotland who hated Moray more than he did, but he gained a sizeable dowry that helped relieve his most pressing financial difficulties.  (Their marriage contract specifically noted which of his various mortgages the dowry would help pay off.) 

The only one not happy, it seems, was Jean.  She had been betrothed to an Alexander Ogilvie, but her family cancelled this plan in favor of the more prestigious Hepburn match.  Ogilvie himself, with rather insulting ease, transferred his affections to Mary Beaton, whom he soon married.  Jean still carried a torch for her former suitor (despite the description of  him as "a tedious fool,"6 with Mary herself expressing puzzlement about what Jean ever saw in him,) and she entered into her marriage to Bothwell (who seems to have been a complete stranger to her) with a sullen resentment that she chose to take out on her new husband, insuring that the marriage got off on a bad start.  Immediately after the wedding, she wore black in front of her bridegroom, as a peevish gesture of mourning for her lost romance.  It was reported that by the time the pair had been married a week, they were barely on speaking terms, thanks to Jean.7 

Although we do not hear much afterwards about their married life (the pair, like many royal and noble couples of the era, appear to have seen little of each other,) she seems to have soon warmed towards Bothwell.  Their later relations were described as "friendly," and, in the Casket Letters, Mary (who was bitterly jealous and resentful that Jean had the unparalleled honor--one Mary felt she scarcely deserved--of being Bothwell's wife) frequently expresses her unhappiness that Jean has become much too fond of Bothwell.  (As what woman wouldn't, Mary implied.  She clearly could not imagine any woman not being in love with him.) Jean, it must be said, seems to have been a rather cold and unappealing woman, and in her later career, she showed a particular obsession with money and property that might have caused even Moray to gasp.  However, whatever her relations were with Bothwell, there is no evidence that he was brutal or even unkind to Jean during their brief marriage.  Considering what the average Scottish marital life of the period seems to have been, that is no small point in his favor. 

The indefigatible Randolph, meanwhile, was still openly unsure about the Queen's pregnancy.  If the news was true, however, he made no hesitation about putting the worst possible interpretation on it.  At the end of January, 1566 (when Mary was supposedly nearly five months along,) Randolph, in a letter to Leicester, mentioned, in great disgust, hearing news that Mary's faction in England had greatly increased since her marriage.  He then referred to the reports of her pregnancy, adding darkly, "Woe is me for you when David's [Rizzio's] son shall be a King of England."8 

Again, the point has to be made:  How could Randolph be so certain that Darnley could not be the father of Mary's child? 

Two weeks later, in another letter to Leicester, Elizabeth's ambassador suddenly introduced a new, unprecedently sinister note.  Randolph wrote:  "I know now for certain that this Queen repenteth her marriage, that she hateth the King and all his kin; I know that he knoweth himself that he hath a partaker in play and game with him; I know that there are practices in hand contrived between the father and the son to come by the crown against her will; I know that if that take effect which is intended, David, with the consent of the King, shall have his throat cut within these ten days.  Many things and grievouser and worse are brought to my ears, yea of things intended against the Queen's own person."9 

The worst crisis of Mary's life to date was rapidly approaching.  As Elizabeth had intended, Darnley had become the puppet and front man for all of Mary's enemies in Scotland, and they were about to utilize him to the fullest extent. 

The immediate inspiration for the actions of Mary's enemies was not so much Rizzio--his murder was seen as a fairly incidental part of the conspiracy growing around the Queen--but the planned session of Parliament which was to begin in March.  This Parliament was to be the opening step in the biggest political enterprise Mary had yet attempted; she planned to restore Catholicism. 

Ironically, this was a move that had been virtually forced on her by the Protestants, not her fellow Catholics.  For herself, Mary cared little what happened to the Catholic church.  Like Bothwell, what religion she had was of an essentially pagan character.  Even the political aspects of the "cause" of Catholicism only concerned her as far as they affected her own personal interests.  She was neither a crusader nor a missionary--if she could have achieved her aims without undertaking the delicate and dangerous job of launching a counter-Reformation in Scotland, she would have. 

She tried, in the beginning of her reign, to get along with the Protestants, to adopt a conciliatory attitude towards Queen Elizabeth.  She wished to work with them, not against them.  Her reward for this was to have her authority ignored by their political leaders, to have the Kirk still regard her as an emissary of Satan, and to be berated by her fellow Catholics for being "deficient in the faith."  Elizabeth's erratic, unpredictable, hot-and-cold attitude towards Mary was the final straw. 

Trying to be friends with the Protestants was clearly not working.  Her only alternative was to bind herself as closely to the Catholics as possible.  And this necessarily involved undoing the Protestant takeover of 1560. 

She hoped to do this as cleanly and non-violently as possible.  She was not another "Bloody Mary," ready to send "heretics" to the stake or to the dungeons for their religious beliefs.  Queen Mary Tudor had been a religious fanatic who sincerely believed that non-Catholics were destined for eternal hellfire, and that it was her duty as Queen to do everything in her power to "save the souls" of her people, come what may.  Politics was never a consideration with her. 

With Mary Stewart, on the other hand, politics was her sole consideration.  She cared little for what others did with their souls--it was, she believed, none of her business.  What she cared about was being a strong, effective ruler, and she realized that was impossible as long as she was a Catholic Queen in a Protestant kingdom.  Where Mary Tudor, in a similar situation, used the stake, the rack, and the prayer-book, Mary Stewart sought to use legislation. 

Her plans in this regard had gone back some time.  The enlistment of Rizzio as her private secretary and her alliance with Darnley had been intended as two key features in her goal.  As Darnley was hardly working out as she had hoped, she turned increasingly to Rizzio.  He was the political helpmeet her consort should have been. 

Although the exact details of Rizzio's role in Mary's Catholic plans are now obscure, he was clearly a valuable advisor of some sort in her dealings with the other Catholic leaders of Europe.  When he died, Mary appears to have lost a valuable agent, one that she had a hard time replacing.  This alone was enough to bring a good deal of hatred on Rizzio's head.  He was known to be Mary's assistant in her most secret political plans, that she was letting very few other people--certainly not her consort--in on.  He was the obvious scapegoat for these plans. 

Adding to the hatred Rizzio generated was his loyalty to Mary.  As in Bothwell's case, numerous attempts had been made to bribe Rizzio into a more malleable attitude in regard to Mary and her interests.  (Moray, still skulking in England, even commissioned his relatives to offer Rizzio money in the hopes he would help persuade Mary to give him a pardon.)  Like Bothwell, Rizzio contemptuously rejected all efforts to change his allegiance.  Also like Bothwell, Rizzio's lack of cooperative spirit made him a prime target.  Unlike Bothwell, however, Rizzio was not a strong, intimidating presence who laughed at his enemies.  Rizzio was a man in trouble. 

Unfortunately, Rizzio seems to have seriously underestimated the danger.  There is a story involving a Father Damiot, a priest and wizard (a contemporary description that seems essentially accurate) Mary had in her household.  Damiot, an astrologer, warned Rizzio before his murder to "beware of the bastard."  Rizzio, assuming that the reference was to Moray, who was safely in England, laughed the comment off.  (As it happened, Rizzio's initial attacker was to be George Douglas, an illegitimate brother of the Earl of Morton--which just goes to show how little good it does to have a prophet around the palace.)10 

Mary had herself been getting numerous warnings of some trouble in the air, but they were too vague for her to be able to clearly assess them.  Besides, she figured, in a barbaric snake-pit like Scotland, when wasn't there talk of evil afoot? 

According to Sir James Melville (not one of our most reliable sources--he fails to mention in his "Memoirs" that he was one of Cecil's most enthusiastic paid spies,) he warned Mary, shortly before disaster struck, of her jeopardy.  He writes that she dismissed his comments.  She told Melville that she had heard of some trouble brewing among the Lords, but she doubted it would amount to anything serious.  Scotsmen in general, Mary pointed out, were a lot of loudmouthed braggarts who were all talk and very little action! 

In any case, plots or no plots, Mary was not to be dissuaded from her course.  Her entire political future, she felt, depended on the outcome of this March 1566 Parliament.  She was certainly not going to let a few malcontents interfere with it. 

She was the Queen.  What could they do to stop her? 

As it turned out, plenty.  They could drag Mary through several days of horror that she was never to forget.  And they had her consort of seven months helping them every step of the way.
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Chapter 19





  -Nineteen-
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Mary's two goals at the upcoming Parliament were fairly simple and straightforward.  She intended to have a law passed challenging the Reformist takeover of Scotland by allowing Catholics the same freedom of worship as Protestants.  This was, correctly, seen as Mary's first step in reestablishing the predominance of the Catholic church.  Her second move would be to have Moray and his fellow exiles from the Chaseabout Raid attainted as traitors, with all their properties reverting to Crown ownership.  As Moray, even in absentia, was the leader of the Protestant party in Scotland, this alone would be a serious blow to Mary's opponents. 

As Mary herself noted in letters to her allies, this was the time for her to act.  If she ever intended to launch a Catholic revival, it was now or never.1 The situation was as close to ideal as it would ever likely come.  The leader of her enemies was in exile.  Her alliance with Darnley had united her with both the English Catholics and a good many Scottish Protestants who were Darnley's relatives, thus splitting the Kirk faction.  She was soon to present the world with the heir to both the Scottish and English thrones.  The previous autumn, the Bishop of Dunblane was sent to Rome on her behalf, petitioning the Pope for ten or twelve thousand men and money for her to finally destroy her enemies.2 Her political position seemed as strong as it could be, under the present circumstances.  (Although she could not know it, as things were to turn out, she never would be in such a favorable political position again) 

However strong Mary's political house may have seemed on the surface, it was resting on an unstable, termite-ridden foundation; her union with Darnley. 

This was hardly something she could have anticipated.  Even if she did not expect to find devoted love between Darnley and herself, she would logically have expected him to work with, not against her, helping to defend her position in Scotland while she took the necessary steps to strengthen it. 

Instead, the bizarre circumstances of their union, and Elizabeth and Cecil's manipulations, together with Darnley's utterly repellent character, served to turn him into a tool against her, with the simple fact of his status as her consort making him the most potent tool of them all.  To Darnley, she was not an ally in gaining power--she was his chief impediment. 

The conspiracy that formed against Mary, with Darnley as its nucleus, was a rather complex and disparate one.  Although all of the elements of the conspiracy were aimed against the Queen, motives and goals within the conspiracy varied. 

For Moray and his allies in Scotland, the main goal was to prevent this Parliamentary session from taking place.  They wished to forestall Mary's planned attainders, and to engineer Moray's return to Scotland. 

Darnley and his Scottish kinsmen--the Douglases, Lindsays, and Ruthvens--cared little what happened to Moray (after all, they had helped drive him out of Scotland in the first place.)  They did, however, have a great interest in Darnley getting the Crown.  And they were quite ready to make whatever deals it took for him to obtain it. 

Other Protestant nobles, who were not particularly affiliated with either camp, simply wished to keep Mary as powerless as possible.  Scotland had a long tradition of weak monarchs and powerful, independent nobles who had little allegiance to crown or country--indeed, to anyone or anything but themselves.  They had no wish to see any ruler--particularly some foreign-bred, twenty-three year old female--try to change that.  Mary's goals of absolute sovereignty were anathema to them.  They wished her plans to be checked simply as a matter of self-interest.  The feeling was that, if they let her get away with this, what might she do next? 

This general sentiment--whatever happens, the Queen must not be allowed to rule!--was the one thought binding all the conspirators together.  Darnley, in that respect, was seen as the ideal replacement for Mary.  There was never anyone more ideally suited for the role of universal puppet.  Having Darnley as King was practically tantamount to having no King at all. 

With Mary, on the other hand, there was a sense that the girl was capable of anything.  The nobles had begun to fully realize the clever brain, driving ambition, strong personality, and stubborn will that lurked just beneath her sweet, gentle, ultra-feminine exterior.  And the discovery horrified them.  At all costs, the Queen must be checked.  They knew this Parliamentary session was, in her mind, only the beginning. 

The Earl of Morton, Scotland's Chancellor and one of the coup's leaders, was a kinsman of Darnley's.  He was said to be offended with Mary because he feared she intended to remove him from his office and replace him with Rizzio, but his concern was probably unfounded.  It was reported that Mary had removed the Great Seal (used on all state documents and grants) away from his official custody, but Mary was evidently only enacting safeguards to prevent Darnley from making grants without her permission.  Without such precautions, she feared Darnley might enact...God knows what sort of orders.  Formally declare himself King of the universe, for all she knew. 

However, Morton's reasons for supporting the conspiracy went far deeper than that.  He expressed the fear that Mary's next move would be to review all the grants made during her reign.3 

According to Scottish law, all bequests of Crown property made during Mary's reign while she was a legal minor were only provisionary ones.  Beginning with her twenty-first birthday, there was a four year period where she could review any grants from the Crown that were enacted while she was underage.  If there were any that she felt to be injurious to her best interests, she was entitled to issue a revocation of all these transactions.  This would traditionally be done on the eve of her twenty-fifth birthday, which was on December 8, 1567.  As, in Mary's case, this involved a quarter-century's worth of grants, she could, late in 1567,  practically impoverish a good portion of her nobility, if she so dared.  And, as Morton demonstrated, the suspicion was growing that Mary's daring was quite equal to doing just that and more besides, unless she was immediately restrained.  This angel-faced, sweet-voiced, charming lass was one dangerous character to cross. 

The English, of course, were all for the conspirators' plans.  Elizabeth and Cecil found any talk of trouble for Mary more pleasant listening than the loveliest music.  They were as eager as anyone to see Moray return to his former position of power in Scotland.  They knew as well as anyone the glorious possibilities of Darnley as dupe.  And no one wanted Mary's hands tied more than Elizabeth did. 

The English government knew every detail of the planned coup.  Moray's bags were packed, awaiting his imminent return.  The Countess of Lennox, still living in her Tower apartments, was told by Cecil the joyful news of Rizzio’s upcoming murder and her son's imminent triumph over his troublesome consort.  London was monitoring the plot every step of the way. 

It would, of course, have been easier if England's Ambassador was still in Scotland.  Not long after Randolph had written his letter to Leicester predicting Rizzio's murder, Mary ordered him out of the country.  The reason she used for this rather undiplomatic act was that she had just discovered that Randolph had been giving support to Moray and his friends during the Chaseabout Raid.  This was certainly true, but it was hardly new information to Mary.  It was practically the official job description of English envoys to give as much aid and comfort to Scottish rebels as possible.  In truth, the entire affair was merely a convenient excuse for Mary to finally be rid of him.  Randolph had been much too loud and assertive in his statements that he could not possibly imagine Mary becoming pregnant by her husband. 

Just days before his banishment from Scotland, in February of 1566--only four months before James was born--Randolph was writing Cecil the highly interesting and significant news that "...the bruit is common that she [Mary] is [pregnant,] but hardly believed by many, and of this I can assure you, that there have of late appeared some tokens to the contrary."4 Randolph made it clear he knew--or at least suspected--too much for Mary's liking.  And he was so damned nosy.  Mary definitely did not want him anywhere about when it was time for the birth of "her" child.  The Ambassador must go. 

This order of Mary's created a mini-drama of its own.  Randolph was not about to leave.  Too many interesting things were afoot in Scotland, and he did not want to lose his front-row seat for any of them.  In open defiance, he retired to his Edinburgh residence and flatly refused to vacate it.  He felt safe in doing so.  After all, once the ongoing plot against the Queen came to fruition, Mary would be powerless against him as well as everyone else. 

She was not as yet without resources, however.  When Bothwell, in the midst of his dismal honeymoon at the country estate of the Setons, learned of the siege going on with Elizabeth's Ambassador, he ended the stalemate on March 2 by sending one of his henchmen, James Ormiston, to Randolph's house to try and persuade the envoy to take a more amenable attitude. 

What happened at this tête-à-tête is not specified, but within an hour after the Black Laird of Ormiston arrived at his doorstep, Randolph was on his way to the English Border, thus depriving us of any further commentaries of his on Mary's unconventional pregnancy. 

As this was to be Mary's last political success for quite some time, it is to be hoped she thoroughly enjoyed it.  The net being woven around her was becoming tighter every day.  The Darnley faction and Moray's party realized they needed each other.  These former enemies came together quickly, united by expediency and mutual hatred of the Queen. 

Moray and his allies found it necessary to utilize Darnley's Royal authority.  Only he could officially dissolve Mary's Parliament and ensure that all involved were pardoned, and their properties saved from forfeiture.  Plus, he made the perfect front man.  Who could call their actions treason, when they were all done at the express command of the King of Scotland? 

In return, Darnley was promised that the rebels would have their own hand-picked Parliament grant him the Crown, and maintain his title “failing of succession of our Sovereign Lady” (a subtly sinister clause.)  With this long-denied prize dangling in front of him, Darnley eagerly put his name to certain documents.  In them, he promised to protect his fellow conspirators, along with Moray and the other exiles, as well as to defend and uphold the Protestant religion.  He also took full responsibility for the murder of Rizzio--even if it was in the Queen‘s presence--and, it was clearly implied, anyone else who stood in the conspirators‘ way. 

We do not know exactly what was intended for Mary.  After all was over, the conspirators were, unsurprisingly, not anxious to discuss the subject.  We know they had planned to imprison her in Stirling Castle, but what was to happen next is a mystery.  Mary was certain that her death was contemplated, and that was likely true.  Regicide was a venerable Scottish tradition.  The Lennoxes probably intended to poison her at Stirling, and then tell the world she died of natural causes, from a premature stillbirth.  Darnley, in fact, expressed to his co-conspirators his willingness that they simply go ahead and kill Mary immediately, along with Rizzio, but most of them felt that might be going a bit far.5 

It seems clear that the bulk of the rebels wished her merely helpless and without authority--not necessarily killed. 

However, the only way the Lennoxes themselves would benefit from the plot was if Mary died.  Even if Darnley obtained the Crown Matrimonial, it would be worthless to him if Mary lived, and their putative child was produced as a rival to his dreams of ultimate power.  Besides, she knew too much about him.  What if, in her desperate position, she suddenly decided to tell all about their marriage and give the world a full report on her husband's health?  He would be safe only as long as Mary's mouth was shut...permanently.  And soon, before she used whatever witches' trick she was planning to produce an heir.  Darnley may not have known much, but he knew enough to be thoroughly frightened of Mary.  That much was clear in his bent, disease-ridden little mind.  The Queen must go. 

It was long before decided by all concerned that the Queen's private secretary was a man marked for death.  A suspected Papal spy, an upstart foreigner, the Queen's evil genius in all her most mysterious plottings...they did not need to believe he was the Queen's lover to wish him gone.  They preferred to publicize the "lover" story, however.  It sounded so much better.  Besides, folk always listened to a sexual scandal more than a political one.  And, of course, Darnley was most eager to promote the tale.  No man ever donned cuckold's horns more happily than he did.  It enabled him to discredit the troublesome infant who threatened to nose him out of his inheritance, without having to explain why the child was indisputably not his...and if it made Mary look like a faithless, immoral tramp, so much the better.  In Darnley's view, she deserved whatever opprobrium she got. 

It is certain that Rizzio's was not the only blood intended to be spilled.  Also marked for death was one of the priests in Mary‘s household, a Father Adam Black.  It seems he was also suspected of being a Papal agent.  Mary stated afterwards that many of her other friends, including Bothwell, were targeted by the assassins as well, which is certainly plausible. 

There had been, among the plotters, a certain amount of discussion of when events were to be put in motion.  Darnley strenuously lobbied for the deed to be done as soon as possible.  He pictured Rizzio's death and Mary's downfall with the eager anticipation of a child looking forward to Christmastime. 

When they were actually discussing the means that would be used to eliminate Rizzio, the initial idea seems to have been to simply capture Rizzio when he was alone, drag him off to some sort of drumhead tribunal, and hang him.  No muss, no fuss. 

Darnley, however, had other ideas.  Showing, for the first and only time in his life, a certain amount of determination and originality of mind--depraved though it was--he said that would not do.  He knew how Rizzio was to die, and everyone must agree to it if they wished his participation. 

Mary's consort insisted that Rizzio be seized in the Queen's presence.
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  -Twenty-
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The date of the whole enterprise against Mary was finally set for the evening of March 9th, three days before the Chaseabout rebels were to be tried in absentia. 

For the day or so before the event, Darnley, now that he saw the imminent fulfillment of his most grandiose daydreams, was probably happier than at any time since his arrival in Scotland, although he made a point of boycotting the opening of Parliament, as a show of resentment over Mary's refusal to grant him the Crown.  To while away the time spent awaiting the murder--and to disarm whatever suspicions his victim may have had--Darnley occupied himself by playing some friendly games of tennis with Rizzio. 1 

Mary spent most of the day working on her plans for the Parliament.  It would be, she knew, a crucial moment in her reign.  She was confident and happy in her anticipations, however.  At last, she expected to get her political house in order.  Her fortunes would definitely improve from now on. 

Around nine that evening, she dined privately with a few friends in what was described as her "supper room."  This was a tiny chamber just between her bedroom and her audience chamber.  It could comfortably hold only a few people at a time, which was one of the things Mary liked about it.  Unlike most royals, she disliked constantly being on display to the world, and cherished what little privacy her position in life allowed her. It was a small, casual meal.  Her guests were Rizzio, one of her equerries, Arthur Erskine, two of her illegitimate half-siblings, Lord Robert Stewart and the Countess of Argyll, and several other personal attendants.  As the group was finishing the meal, an unusual visitor appeared at the door:  the Queen's husband. 

At Holyrood, the King's official apartments were located directly below the Queen's, connected by a small staircase.  Darnley used this private entrance to make his way into her apartments, unexpected and uninvited--by Mary most of all. 

The company was surprised.  The last place any of them expected to see Darnley was in Mary's bedroom.  His attitude was also odd.  His manner was strangely nervous and furtive. 

Mary, recovering her poise, politely asked Darnley if he would care to have something to eat.  He muttered something about having already dined, then, in an effort to appear casual, sat down next to Mary. 

The Queen suddenly noticed that Darnley was not alone.  He had been followed up the staircase by the terrible old warlock, Lord Ruthven.  Mary was particularly startled to see him.  Lord Ruthven had been very ill, bedridden, in fact.  He was said to be dying.  She knew this was no casual social call. 

Her voice icy with fury, she demanded to know how he dared to enter her private rooms without permission.  She ordered him to leave immediately. 

Ruthven informed Mary that he had come for "that yonder man David."  He ordered Darnley to take the Queen out of the way. 

Her heroic consort, who, now that the moment had come, seemed paralyzed with fear, simply stood off to one side, apparently in the hope that no one--particularly his wife--would notice his presence. 

She then wheeled to face Darnley, who cringed under her stare. 

"Judas!" she hissed at him.  "What means this?" 

Darnley was practically ready to crawl under the table. 

"It is nothing," he whined.2 

Mary immediately stood protectively between the armed man and the cowering Rizzio, ordering the intruder under pain of treason to go.  Mary's attendants approached Ruthven to drag him from the room. 

"Lay no hands on me!"  he shouted.  "I will not be handled!"3 

Then all hell broke loose.  His accomplices immediately rushed in, upsetting the supper table and extinguishing all but one of the candles.  The fireplace provided more than enough light for the gruesome scene.  Rizzio clung frantically to Mary's skirts, begging for mercy.  One man, Kerr of Faudonside, wrenched the secretary from his grasp on the Queen's dress, while Ruthven grabbed the screaming Mary himself and thrust her into the arms of Darnley, who kept her tightly pinned down so she could not escape or interfere.  The rest was easy for the murderers.  The helpless secretary was easily dragged to the outer chamber and hacked to pieces.  (Fifty-six stab wounds were later counted on his body.)  As a final gesture, the mangled corpse, with Darnley's dagger left ostentatiously in his body (shortly after the murder, Randolph wrote that Darnley was said to have given Rizzio "one blow himself,")4 was thrown down a back staircase. 

In another part of the palace, Father Black was being murdered in his bed, but with rather more gentleness.  The elderly priest was stabbed only about fifteen times. 

According to a detailed narrative of the crime, said to be written by Ruthven before he died two months later, (although the extent of his actual authorship of the document--which was edited and revised by Cecil before it was publicized--is suspect,) he was now alone with Darnley and the Queen. 

This threesome--particularly Mary and her husband--undoubtedly had much to say to each other, but it is hazardous to trust accounts of their conversation as literally as most historians have done.  For one thing, there are several differing accounts of  the murder and its aftermath (all intended, let us remember, for official circulation throughout Europe.)  For another, Ruthven's tale, is, unsurprisingly, completely self-serving.  Also, it is doubtful that the ailing and exhausted old man was sitting by the fireplace taking careful notes of the conversation. 

We are told that Ruthven justified the murderers' actions to Mary by informing her that all had been done by the King's order. 

She glared at her consort.  "Yours!" she spat.  "Traitor!  Son of a traitor!"5 

Darnley then peevishly sought to justify his actions in an entirely typical fashion--by throwing all the blame on Mary and Rizzio.  In his view, the murder was entirely Mary's fault, for not treating him as any sort of normal husband and consort, for avoiding him in private and not giving him the public and political role he deserved.  And Rizzio, for encouraging Mary in this attitude, deserved what he got. 

Mary, for her part, comes off in the narrative as shocked, disgusted, contemptuous, but not in the least broken in spirit.  In response to Darnley's accusations, she snarled that, henceforth, she would cease to think of him as her husband at all!  According to the narrative, she concluded by vowing that she "shall never like well till I cause you as sorrowful a heart as I have at the present." 6 

Ruthven's account goes on to relate that Mary retained her self-possession enough to demand that "a black coffer with writings and cyphers"--apparently copies of her correspondence with Catholic Europe--be retrieved from Rizzio's chamber and placed in her possession.  (She obviously greatly feared the consequences should these papers fall into the hands of the Protestant Lords.)7 

Afterwards, Mary seems to have been left alone in the bloody little chamber, heavily surrounded by guards, to spend the rest of the night contemplating her fate. 

While all this was going on, Bothwell and a few companions were having supper in his apartments.  When they heard the screams and general uproar, Bothwell, undaunted by the fact that they had no army other than their few personal servants, ordered everyone to take up whatever implements that could serve as battle gear and led them all in a dash for the Queen's apartments. 

Holyrood, by now, was surrounded by Morton and hundreds of his Douglas men.  Bothwell found the gallery door leading to the Queen securely blocked against all his efforts to force it open, and that the palace was in the hands of the Douglases, in full war cry.  Unable to do anything else at the moment, he withdrew to his rooms to plan his next move. 

When Ruthven (who seems to have appointed himself as the night's stage manager,) heard the commotion, he went to Bothwell in an attempt to placate the Earl.  (Ruthven and his fellow conspirators seem to have abandoned the idea of trying to kill him.) 

Ruthven made it clear to Bothwell that (as Bothwell described the murder in his memoir,) this "very base and detestable"8 act was done with the King's approval.  Ruthven added the unpleasant news that the castle was heavily guarded, and that Moray and his associates were expected to arrive before dawn (Darnley having considerately pardoned the lot of them.)  In the face of the rebels’ obvious triumph, they seemed to assume Bothwell would be content to stay in his apartments and mind his own business. 

This was the last thing Bothwell intended to do.  After Ruthven had left, he did a quick reconnoitering.  He saw the palace was indeed surrounded, but that one of his windows overlooked the castle's lion-pit.  It was unguarded by anyone except the lions.  Without thinking twice, Bothwell, followed by his brother-in-law Huntly, leaped down into the pit, made his way through to climb up the other side, and escaped into the night. 

This flight of Bothwell's was what ultimately saved Mary.  If he had been detained, or had been hesitant to come to her aid, she would have been doomed.  Her other loyalists, seeing the fix Mary was in, and the obvious danger to themselves should they try to intervene, seemed content, in the usual fashion in Scottish politics, to stay prudently on the sidelines to see how events played themselves out.  While most people wished her well, only Bothwell proved to be willing to risk anything for her sake. 

There was, earlier, a rather timorous effort at rescue from some of the townspeople.  On hearing the alarm bell, the Provost and some concerned citizens came to Holyrood's courtyard to check on the Queen's safety.  Mary attempted to run to the window, but was restrained by one of the murderers (her account does not say which one) who threatened, if she called for help, to "cut us in collops, and cast us over the wall."9Darnley himself went to address the crowd, telling them that all was well and they should return home.  Seemingly satisfied, they left. 

Mary was utterly alone.  It was not until the next day that (thanks to her noisy pleas of incapacitating illness) some of her ladies were allowed to see her.  The women informed Mary that Moray was in Edinburgh, and that Darnley had cancelled the Parliament. 

However, she also received word that Bothwell had escaped and was working to rescue her.  He had told them to reassure the Queen that she would not be a prisoner for long. 

That last news was all Mary needed to hear.  If she could rely on the support of Bothwell, who was, as she afterwards described him, "without fear," there was still hope for her.  He, at least, would never desert her.  And she had already formulated a plan to help him help her. 

Before the women were hustled out of the Queen's presence, Mary managed to slip them notes she had hastily scribbled to Bothwell and some of her other friends, telling them of her intentions. 

Mary saw very clearly what she must do.  Even if she escaped, or Bothwell rescued her, that would not be enough to save her while the conspirators were still an unbroken unit.  She needed to find the weak link in their chain, and snap it. 

And who else could that be but her incredible consort?  Darnley, by virtue of his own worthless self, literally could not do anything right.  She knew he had always, to date, managed to make a complete muddle of anything he attempted.  She had to see to it that murder and treason were added to that list of failures. 

He had already played the traitor to her, his wife.  He would have to now be made a traitor to his associates. 

Darnley was, she saw, the rebels' front man.  They were all hiding behind his facade of kingly authority.  If he was removed from their control, they would all be left exposed and vulnerable to the world, like worms and insects who have the rock under which they are crouching suddenly removed. 

She must win him away from his confederates, or she was lost. 

Mary knew Darnley could not be influenced by any sort of concern or sympathy for her plight.  She had come to understand him perhaps better than anyone else in the world did.  She knew that he was utterly incapable of having any feelings for anyone save himself.  The only thoughts and emotions that ever touched him were concern for his own skin. 

Fortunately, it was in precisely that area--his overwhelming self-obsession, generously mixed with cowardice--that Mary knew she could best plead her case to him.  She did not believe for a minute the rebels intended to actually keep him as their leader.  He was merely a temporary expedient for them, just as the sham of a marriage to him had been a temporary expedient for her.  Once the conspirators had achieved their goals--their return to power and her own elimination--they would dispose of Darnley as easily and casually as they would swat a mosquito.  No one could ever have use for Darnley as anything but a dupe. 

Darnley unquestionably deserved whatever unpleasant end the rebels had sketched out for him.  But Mary was not about to be dragged down with him. 

When Darnley finally appeared again before her, half-cringing and half-defiant, it must have taken every ounce of self-control she possessed to keep from killing him where he stood. 

She had known betrayal and treachery before, God knew.  Queen Catherine, her uncle the Cardinal, Elizabeth, Chastelard, Moray...in a sense, even Francis and her mother had betrayed her, simply by dying and leaving her to fend for herself.  But this stood far beyond anything she had known or even imagined.  This stupid, sniveling wretch a cruel God had foisted on her as husband was in a class of villainy all his own.  His own selfish, puerile, childish sense of ego and vanity had inspired him to help murder a defenseless man who had never harmed him, who had, in fact, tried to be his friend.  It had inspired him to insult and endanger her, as Queen and woman both, in the worst way possible.  He set out to strip her, not only of her happiness and safety, but of her sovereignty, her capacity to rule--the very thing that most defined her as a person. 

And that, above any sort of personal injuries, she would never, ever forgive. 

It took several sessions alone with Darnley before his "heart of wax," (as she later characterized him,) was molded to her liking.  We have only Mary's brief, probably deliberately unrevealing, descriptions of these conversations between the two.  It seems clear, though, that Mary manipulated Darnley into changing his allegiance with the simplest and most effective weapon of all--the truth.  She pointed out to him the dangerous position he was in.  The Lords, she explained, were merely using him as a tool.  A tool they would soon discard once their goal of her removal from power was accomplished.  Once she was imprisoned--or worse--they would need a scapegoat.  And who was a more obvious choice for that role than himself?  Moray had never hidden his determination to rule Scotland.  Did Darnley really think that, once she was gone, he would meekly let his old enemies, the Lennoxes, take over? 

She impressed upon him that she still had friends, at home and abroad, who would not tolerate what was being done to her.  France, Spain, the Vatican--would they sit by and do nothing in the face of a Protestant-led coup in Scotland?  And what would they have to say about his self-serving apostasy? 

If he only returned to his former allegiance, she assured him, his betrayal would be forgiven and forgotten, and he would obtain everything he desired, without having to align himself with scoundrels who were, after all, so recently his sworn enemies, these dangerous, murderous traitors who would turn on him at any moment.  Again and again, in as simple and easy to comprehend terms as she could, she pounded the thought into his weak and shallow head that if he did not desert his new associates, he was doomed. 

She got unexpected help in her task from the conspirators themselves.  Now that Darnley's immediate usefulness to them was nearly over, they were lapsing back into treating him with their usual contempt and scorn.  "Seeing that he was growing effeminate," 10they played right into Mary's hands by intimidating him with ominous threats of what would happen if he should fail them now.  Remembering Mary's warnings, Darnley began to grow very afraid for himself... 

By the end of the day, she had managed to win him over.  In fact, the very thought that he could soon meet a similar fate as Rizzio had him in such a state of quaking terror that he could not wait to escape.  Like a frightened child, he clung to Mary for protection, ready to do whatever she said. 

Soon afterwards, Moray arrived at Holyrood to see his captive sister.  During their family reunion, Mary was the picture of sweet, submissive helplessness.  Affecting to believe completely her dearest brother's assurances that he had no involvement in or prior knowledge of the plot devised directly for his benefit, she told Moray that she was sure that, if he had only been there, she would never have been treated in such a manner.  How she had missed him!  She demurely explained that she would have welcomed him back to her side long ago, but Darnley had prevented her from recalling him.  Moray could blame her husband for his long exile and planned attainder, she assured him.11 

Moray, in return, was the protective elder brother.  He expressed his horror at the dastardly way she had been treated.  One account says he had tears in his eyes as he spoke, which, if true, is good evidence that Mary was not the only Stewart with thespian ability.  Mary nodded meekly, expressed her gratitude for his concern, kissed him like an innocent, trusting child, and carefully plotted her next move.  She realized she had no time to lose.  Now that all her worst enemies were reunited in Scotland, she did not care to think about what was planned for her next. 

Her most vital task was to get the guards around her rooms removed.  The next day, she sent Darnley to tell the Lords that she had learned her lesson.  She was ready to forgive and forget.  They could draft out any pardons they liked, and she would sign them. 

The conspirators were initially skeptical of her "fair speaking," but the thought of being able to put a show of legality over their actions was irresistibly attractive.  A meeting was arranged between Mary and Moray, Ruthven, and Morton.  There, Mary promised to sign pardons for everyone involved. 

Moray was particularly pleased.  He always liked his actions to be as neat and respectable in appearance as possible.  He virtuously congratulated his sister on her new-found good sense.  While the papers were being drawn up, Mary, in between Darnley and Moray, holding a hand of each man, had a stroll up and down the anteroom.  She was the soul of feminine submission. 

Moray, cautious and reserved though he may have been, was completely fooled by Mary.  He seems to have been, even by 16th-century standards, a classic "male chauvinist."  His sister's gender alone made it impossible to take her terribly seriously, or credit her with any intelligence or will of her own.  He was always underestimating her.  At the moment, she seemed, from what he could tell, to have finally learned her proper role of meek female subservience, and he was content. 

Mary, pleading illness, sedately retired to her room.  Darnley took the completed papers for the Queen to sign, and then, as she had previously instructed him to do, told the Lords to withdraw their guards from around her.  As she had agreed to forgive and forget, it was incumbent upon them all to show a similar magnanimity. 

The Lords were reluctant, but finally--evidently at the suggestion of the now-complacent Moray--they agreed. 12 Now that Mary agreed to sign the pardons, they figured they had little to fear from her.  Obviously, she knew when she was beaten.  It would certainly create a better public impression not to have the Queen as such an obvious prisoner, and they did not want Mary to afterwards be able to say that she had signed under duress.  Besides, they had her husband to watch her.  Darnley was so deep in the conspiracy, he above all men could not afford to see it fail. 

The Queen was but a woman, alone and helpless.  What could she do? 

The Lords then went to Morton's house for what they all agreed was a well-earned supper.  Mary knew she could not afford to dawdle.  This was her one chance.  Mary and Darnley, accompanied by several of her servants, crept down a back staircase to where her master of horse was waiting with mounts.  They rode twenty-five miles for Dunbar Castle, the only fortress that promised sufficent safety.  The group reached Dunbar at daybreak, where they were joined by Bothwell and some of Mary's other supporters, whom he had rallied--or, perhaps, shamed--into coming to their Queen's defense. 

Mary's ride into freedom and safety seemed to exhilarate, rather than tire her.  As soon as they arrived, the fires were lit, food gathered, and Mary cooked everyone breakfast.  She then insisted on spending hours writing letters dealing with her recent ordeal. 

On reaching the castle, Darnley, the all-purpose traitor, was sent off to his chambers, ignored by all.
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Chapter 21





-Twenty One-
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Within three days, Bothwell had gathered four thousand soldiers at Dunbar, with more on the way.  When this news spread, it put the seal on the collapse of the rebellion that began with Mary's escape--with her husband. 

The realization that Darnley had managed to, so to speak, out-Darnley himself made, as may well be imagined, a memorable impression on the conspirators--one that they would not soon forget.  Perhaps no one was more personally outraged than the Earl of Lennox.  Darnley had not bothered to warn his father of his planned flight, leaving him, wrote Randolph with uncharacteristic understatement, "much offended with his son."1 

In a forlorn hope, the pardons were sent to Mary at Dunbar.  Surely, she would not forget her promise to sign them? 

Mary--after deliberately keeping their messenger in suspense for several days--tore the papers into fragments and threw them into the fire. 

Reluctantly recognizing the necessity of keeping her enemies as divided as possible, she forced herself to extend promise of her amnesty to all the exiles from the Chaseabout Raid who were not directly implicated in the Rizzio murder.  In order to split the Moray/Morton alliance, she sent her brother word that she was prepared to forgive, if not precisely forget. 

Morton, Lindsay, Ruthven, and the rest of the Celtic Murder, Incorporated team quickly saw the game was up and fled into England.  Moray, at the same time he was sending Mary affectionate assurances that he had ostracized all those who "had committed the vile act," took the trouble to also write to England, asking that "his dear friends" who "for his sake had given this adventure" be taken into favor. 2 

Mary's indomitable ingenuity and Bothwell's immediate show of strength combined to save the day.  Within a week the Royal army had made a triumphant return to Edinburgh. 

Mary and Bothwell (this time there was no dispute about who led her army,) rode into the capital at the head of Bothwell's Borderers and four companies of infantry.  (It was noted at the time--by Randolph--that, despite her supposed advanced state of pregnancy, she had no trouble riding horseback.)  It is not clear where Darnley rode in the procession, except that Mary probably did her best to ensure that it was as far away from her as possible.  When she needed to use Darnley for her escape, she beguiled him with promises of reconciliation and forgiveness, but once she was under Bothwell's protection, she felt safe enough to throw off the mask and treat Darnley as the vile traitor and murderer he was.  Her previous feelings of mere dislike and contempt for him had been transmuted by her horrific experiences into a sense of cold loathing and revulsion that was palpable to all observers. 

And who could blame her?  Thanks to Darnley's own selfish, heartless, self-seeking stupidity, this feckless reprobate, that she had never even wanted in her life, had deliberately dragged her through several days of hell.  The only thing that saved her was that Darnley's cowardice proved to be a match for his greed. 

Thanks to him, not only had she been forced to witness the brutal murder of a trusted friend, faced her own loss of liberty, and found her personal safety, even probably her life, jeopardized, but her most vital political needs and ambitions were torn into confetti in the process. 

Even though she and Bothwell had managed to preserve her life and her throne, she was able to salvage little else from the wreckage.  Her cherished goals of a return to Catholicism, with her own absolute sovereignty and her consequent civilizing of her lawless country, were lost (forever, as it turned out.) 

Rizzio, her advisor and agent with the continental Catholic powers, was dead, with no one to truly replace him.  (Although, with characteristic defiance, she installed his younger brother Joseph as her new secretary.)  Her chief political foe, Moray, was reestablished in Scotland.  Her nobles had made it very clear to her what they were capable of should she try to widen the narrow limits of her authority.  She seemed to have come out of the whole experience possessing nothing but the brutal consort she held chiefly responsible for the whole nightmare. 

The Rizzio murder was a serious turning-point in Mary's life, not only politically, but psychologically.  The combination of the crushing of her most cherished career goals, coupled with her horrific near personal destruction, left in Mary's soul a deep scar of bitterness and frustrated rage from which she never recovered.  It is a tiresome cliché to say of someone, after such-and-such experience, "they were never the same again."  In Mary's case, however, the phrase is not too melodramatic.  She never forgave Darnley for being, in a sense, the last man on Earth she could marry--and, probably, never forgave herself for having conceived the entire marriage hoax--and this painful regret for all that their union had cost her burned into her like acid. 

Given a more normal, stable life afterwards, doubtless her natural optimism and resiliency would have enabled her to make a full political and emotional recovery from her experiences.  But the Rizzio murder was to prove to be merely the opening act of her personal tragedy.  From here to the end of her life, she was to know only tantalizingly brief flashes of happiness and success. 

It was heartbreakingly clear and simple:  Darnley permanently ruined her life, to a degree perhaps not even Elizabeth and Cecil had been able to anticipate. 

And Mary knew it.  She had plenty of hatred and vindictiveness to spare for the rest of the Rizzio murderers, but her most direct, concentrated feelings centered on her consort.  He, above all others, was to blame for what happened. 

As her (however nominal) husband, his betrayal was the greatest, the most unforgivable.  And he did it out of no professed political or religious principle.  To Darnley, principles were an alien language.  He was willing to sacrifice Mary's throne, her safety, even her life, merely to gratify his own witless whims, which mostly meant collecting toys that were bigger and flashier than his playmates had. 

It was small wonder that, once the dust had settled, there was no one--other than Rizzio and Father Black--who came out of the episode worse than Darnley.  Mary's friends hated him for betraying the Queen.  Mary's enemies hated him for betraying them.  And Mary herself hated him more than anyone in the world.  Darnley, from that moment on, was a marked man.  It was not a question of whether or not he would share Rizzio's fate--it was only uncertain who would have the honor of ridding everyone of his presence, and when. 

One would feel sorry for the lad, if only his fate had not been so richly deserved. Helping to further add to (if that were possible) the universal detestation of Darnley was the incredible fact that he himself, with that impenetrable obliviousness that was one of his strongest character traits, showed not the slightest awareness of the enormity of what he had done. 

If Darnley had shown the smallest sign of remorse, or even embarrassment, about his amazingly foul behavior, Mary probably would have been able to bring herself to at least outwardly forgive him, and patch up some sort of public reconciliation for the sake of appearance.  But Darnley made it clear he felt nothing of the sort.  To him, the tragedy of the Rizzio conspiracy was not that it happened, but that it had failed.  He was as obsessed with getting the Crown as ever.  Mary's obvious hatred towards him merely gave him additional reasons to resent her, and he seems to have transferred all the feelings of jealousy and hatred he felt for Rizzio to all Mary's other friends without missing a step.  He seemed as full of his old fatuous arrogance as ever. 

Everyone was astounded.  What on Earth do you do with someone like that? He does not even seem to have felt the slightest shame at the ignominious way he had left his erstwhile colleagues (including his father) holding the bag.  Sir James Melville, with a certain amount of stunned disbelief, recorded how, regarding the desperate position his old confederates were in, all thanks to him, Darnley merely offered the callous comment that "as they have brewed so let them drink." 

Melville went on to write that Darnley, somewhat inconsistently, appeared to be feeling deep regret that he had abandoned the rebels, as he was "finding the Queen's favor but cold." 3 (In fact, he was so sorry that he was soon suggesting to Moray and some of his other ex-confederates that they launch a whole new conspiracy against both Mary and Bothwell.  Unsurprisingly, they declined the opportunity to again link their lot with Darnley.) 

At this time, Darnley also managed to add the word "snitch" to his ever-growing resume.  In the typically witless belief that this would bolster his popularity, he gave Mary an earful of the complete list of everyone involved in the Rizzio conspiracy, many of whom--such as Lethington--Mary would otherwise not have known.  (Lethington, in characteristically timorous fashion, had already prudently fled into the Highlands, but Darnley's revelations inspired Mary to confiscate his lands and give them to Bothwell.  Lethington's emotions towards Darnley may well be imagined.) 

This maneuver, of course, only served to worsen Darnley's reputation even further.  His blatherings merely rubbed salt in his former allies' wounds, while Mary herself found this additional evidence of her consort's seemingly limitless capacity for perfidy too nauseating for words. 

As our old friend Thomas Randolph, (now on the English border but still as busy nosing out trouble as ever,) wrote to Cecil on April 4th:  "The King is in worst case, for the Queen has no good opinion of his attempting anything against her will, nor the people, that he hath so manifestly denied a matter proved to be done by his commandment, and now himself to be the accuser and pursuer of them that did as he willed them!"4 

Upon reaching Edinburgh, Darnley made a formal appearance before Mary and her Council.  There, he made a sworn disavowal of all the conspirators' actions, swearing glibly that he had nothing to do with the affair.  This statement, "on his honor as a Prince," was posted in the town square for all to see. 

Mary did this for her own sake, rather than Darnley's.  It was necessary for her to lessen the scandal, to make the conspiracy look as much as possible like a political, rather than a domestic dispute.  Having it publicized that her consort did not have a hand in Rizzio's murder would, she hoped, work to discourage the idea that Darnley was an outraged husband seeking justice against his wife's lover. 

Besides, his plotting did her political standing no good at all.  How did it make her look, after all, to have the whole world see her own consort scheming against her?  It just made her appear weaker and more vulnerable than ever.  For her own future, she and Darnley still had to present as united a front as possible to the world, however pitiful and futile such an attempt might be. 

Mary likely had other, darker reasons for this proclamation, as well.  Darnley already had murder, treason, and double-dealing on his list of recent accomplishments.  Now that he had added perjury, as well, the public's outrage with him knew no bounds.  (Although a contemporary noted that the proclamation, together with the implication that he had any "honor" to swear to, "excited considerable merriment.")5 It also served to set the final seal on the vengeful hatred his betrayed former allies felt for him.  It is impossible to believe Mary did not know this proclamation would have precisely that effect. 

In retaliation, his former associates, from their English exile, sent Mary the two bonds Darnley had signed, giving his wholehearted approval of Rizzio's murder and Mary's detention, and probable death, in exchange for the Crown. 

The bonds did not tell Mary anything she did not already know, but the sight of them--actually seeing her nominal royal partner’s signature on these documents that had planned her destruction--set off her fury to hitherto unprecedented levels.  Or perhaps she simply saw them as the ideal opportunity for giving her loathsome consort hell.  Mary confronted Darnley with this physical evidence of his inhuman treachery, and scornfully vowed that henceforth, he would never be allowed even the polite pretense of respect he formerly had. 

It was soon announced that Darnley "cannot obtain from the Queen the authority he had before the late tumults, that is to sit by the side of his wife in council and public places, to set his name with hers in treaties and public affairs."6 Mary was, in effect, publicly disowning him as husband and consort.  As Randolph commented to Cecil, "She is determined that the House of Lennox shall be as poor in Scotland as ever it was."7 It was reported that the Queen was quietly begging the Pope to free her from her consort.  A foreign visitor to Mary's court went still further.  He commented that Mary so hated her husband that he could not long survive in Scotland. 

There was also a particular hatred displayed between Darnley and Bothwell, while Argyll and Moray, we were told, had "such misliking of their King as never was more of man."   As the "displeasure abates not between the King and Queen, but rather increases,"8 Darnley was driven more and more to the sidelines, shunned by all, left to sulk and nurse futile dreams of revenge against the world. 

Over in England, meanwhile, Elizabeth viewed the whole hellish soap opera.  It is always difficult to discern Elizabeth's true feelings about any matter, and that is never more true than where Mary was concerned.  With the Queen of Scots, Elizabeth's habitual insincerity and conflicting motivations reached unique heights of impenetrability.  Everything she ever did or said about Mary has to be analyzed cautiously. 

Nevertheless, in what we know of Elizabeth's reactions to the Rizzio murder, one gets a sense that she felt a genuine shock and horror.  Not in the deed itself, of course--England had known about it well in advance, had likely encouraged, even planned the murder.  Still, she does not seem to have imagined it would have happened in quite the way it did.  When she afterwards told the Spanish Ambassador that if she had been in Mary's place, she would have taken Darnley's dagger and stabbed him with it herself, she was probably indulging in a rare moment of sincerity. 

About the only sincere elements in Elizabeth's character were her dislike of graphic bloodshed and her reverence for the concept of royalty--even Mary's royalty.  The sheer brutal ugliness of the conspiracy, coupled with its blatant violation of these two sacred tenets of hers, appears to have genuinely rattled her.  Perhaps her paranoid imagination (she had a positive phobia about assassination) allowed her to put herself in Mary's place far too easily--a "there but for the grace of Cecil go I" feeling.  Her message to Mary afterwards, congratulating her on her escape, has a definite undertone of this, along with a reluctant admiration for her "dear sister's" spirit. 

None of which, of course, meant that Elizabeth regretted any of her efforts to destroy Mary.  She did not halt any of her schemes, or send the murderers back to Scotland for the punishment they so deserved.  She just did not wish to hear too much about the results of these schemes. 

Another main result of the Rizzio conspiracy is that it served to further strengthen the growing bond between Mary and Bothwell.  It would have been surprising if it had not.  No one other than Mary herself could say precisely when in her life she fell in love with Bothwell.  It is obvious, though, that from their very first meeting she liked and admired him, and this personal attraction only grew as she came to know him further.  As well, she felt grateful for his unbroken loyalty and service to both her mother and herself, which was such a contrast to the brutal opportunism she found elsewhere.  Bothwell was far from being a saint, but he was brave, fiercely loyal, and, according to his own particular code, strictly honorable.  That alone was more than enough to, by comparison, qualify a man for sainthood in the world of 16th century politics. 

This sense of gratitude Mary felt towards him knew no bounds after the Rizzio disaster, and she took care that the world knew it.  She firmly believed that his courage and enterprise in coming to her aid when all seemed lost for her, saved not only her throne, but her life.  She felt she owed everything, including her very existence, to him. Months later, after their marriage, she was still referring to this whole episode, describing Bothwell's "dexterity," at this crucial time, and recalling "how suddenly by his providence not only were we delivered out of prison, but also the whole company of conspirators dissolved and we recovered our former obedience.  Indeed we must confess that service done at this time to have been so acceptable to us that we could never to this hour forget it."9 

Or, as Knox was later to describe him:  "The Earl Bothwell, whom the Queen preferred above all others." 10 Melville was even more succinct, noting that "Now began the Earl of Bothwell to be in great favor," adding the significant comment, "to the great dissatisfaction of many."11 

An interesting contemporary comment about Mary's increasingly profound dependence on Bothwell comes from an odd minor figure who makes a cameo appearance in history:  a spy named Christopher Rokesby. 

He was an English Catholic sent as an agent to apprise Mary on political activities in his country.  Overtures from Cecil inspired Rokesby, in exchange for money and a pardon, to tell him everything he knew of Mary's involvements with England's Catholics.  (Whether Rokesby was a mere turncoat, or a double-agent of Cecil's from the beginning, is a puzzle historians have never solved.)  Several months after the murder, Rokesby had a number of interviews with Mary, discussing her dealings with her Catholic allies in England, and her hopes for Elizabeth's throne. 

On that subject, she commented, "I would fain do for the best, for the soothsayers tell us that the Queen of England shall not live this year.  And now there is good love and favor between our good sister and us; and if we would let our sister be in rest for her time, she will be content that we shall have it after, and we would rather come to it [the throne] with quietness than otherwise." 

When Rokesby suggested she discuss matters with her Council, she answered that she dare not discuss matters of any importance with them, "and so willed me to confer further of these causes with the Lord Bothwell, whom I might well perceive was in more secret favor with her than any other." 12 (It is good to record, incidentally, that Rokesby's double-dealing failed to pay off.  Before he was able to leave Scotland, his bags were searched--evidently he failed to make a very good impression on Bothwell--and letters from Cecil were found.  He was imprisoned in Spynie Castle, under the guardianship of Bothwell’s great-uncle, the Bishop of Moray, where he remained for nearly two years.) 

After the collapse of the Rizzio conspiracy, Mary granted Bothwell the important captaincy of Dunbar, (a place that was still to play a major role in their history,) as well as the surrounding lands. 

In the later proclamation ratifying the action, she explained it thus:  "taking regard and consideration of the great and manifold good service done and performed not only to her Highness's honor, weal, and estimation, but also to the commonweal of her realm and lieges thereof, by James, Earl Bothwell, and that, through his great service foresaid, he not only frequently put his person in peril and danger of his life, but also super-extended himself, alienated and mortgaged his livings, lands, and heritage, in exorbitant sums, whereof he is not hastily able to recover the same." 

As noted earlier, Mary and Bothwell's names had been peculiarly together for their entire acquaintance.  The undisguised gratitude and favoritism she now showed towards him inevitably caused observations that Bothwell’s “credit with the Queen” was “more than all the rest put together," and that he “carries all the merit and countenance at court.” 13 

Mary's biographers, almost without exception, have no problem whatever accepting the notion that Darnley--universally accepted as a weak, brutal, selfish, tedious imbecile with no discernable charms, and who never, as far as can be seen, exhibited any sort of affection for Mary--won her heart.  They easily accept the idea that a woman they also agree was intelligent, sensitive, cultivated, and worldly-wise developed a blind infatuation for this unpleasant specimen because he was tall and had a pretty face.  They seem to find nothing strange in this.  (Granted, several of Mary's biographers, such as Antonia Fraser, get around this puzzle by depicting Mary as nearly as shallow and weak in the head as Darnley, but this thesis does not hold up to examination, either.) 

They obviously never read the words of Schopenhauer:  "Women often love ugly men, but never an unmanly man." 

Bothwell, on the other hand, from all the evidence, actually possessed the good looks and personal charms and accomplishments that were, after Darnley's death, falsely attributed in retrospect to Mary's second husband.  In addition, he was also smart, courageous, cultured, courtly, straightforward, and possessed of unusual emotional and physical vitality.  Plus, let us remember, Mary was firmly, and probably accurately, convinced he had saved her life. 

Many of Mary's biographers earnestly assure us that there was no way in the world Mary could have found anything in this man to care about.  (Fraser explains blandly that Bothwell and Mary were not each other's type.) 

Bothwell was, in his day, very unpopular in many circles--circles that, unfortunately for him, consisted of the ruling establishments of both Scotland and England.  His independent stance as the defender of the Scottish throne and the sworn opponent of Scotland's centuries-old oppressor, England, served to alienate both the English and those Scots who found it personally beneficial to sell their allegiance to their stronger, richer enemy. 

Worse, Bothwell was not only an enemy of this cabal, but a strong, effective one.  His enemies considered him a dangerous man indeed, one who could not be permitted to win, or even survive.  It is astonishing to read, in the diplomatic correspondence of the day, the state of near-hysteria he was able to evoke in English politicians.  Everyone, even Cecil and Elizabeth, was clearly terrified of him and what they believed him capable of doing.  Bothwell was, in short, Public Enemy Number One. 

The English and their allies felt his destruction was essential if their aim of conquering Scotland--and Mary herself--was to succeed.  And destroy him they eventually did.
  It is not surprising that such a strong personality has gotten a bad press in history.  As a 19th century defender of Bothwell's observed, "The idea of him is, as a rule, derived from English statesmen, diplomatists, or historians, all of whom blacken his character on account of his antagonism to England and its interests, his patriotism, and his thorough Scottish feeling."14 

The crowning irony to all this is that Mary's historical "defenders" (who tend to do her memory more harm than anyone) tend to paint the blackest pictures of Bothwell, the man who was perhaps the truest friend Mary ever had.  There are two reasons for this.  Because his name has been so denigrated, they are eager to assert that the man was indeed such an unattractive villain that the Queen could never have willingly associated herself with the brute.  Also, as he was the person most closely connected with her at the end of her reign, he made the most convenient scapegoat for her ruin. 

As for Mary's detractors, they, of course, are eager to make Bothwell appear as evil as possible.  From George Buchanan's day to the present, they, like Mary's defenders, delight in holding up an image of Bothwell as an ugly, brutish, disgraceful swine.   Only, in their case, they then ask, in reference to Mary, what sort of depraved woman falls in love with that? 

The truth is, that when his record is analyzed in any clear-headed fashion, one sees that, while Bothwell was not perfect, his very worst examples of behavior were no worse than the normal, every-day conduct of his contemporaries.  And at his best, he was probably Scotland's only true hero since William Wallace.  Bothwell's main sin, it seems, was that he fought on the losing side. 

There is an apocryphal, but insightful exchange that supposedly occurred between Mary and Elizabeth, shortly before the former's execution.  Mary, according to the tale, wrote a letter to Elizabeth declaring that she would be vindicated by history. 

"No, history will not vindicate you," Elizabeth replied.  "For I will write it." 

As it happens, this has been even more true in Bothwell's case, leaving his character, as well as his relationship with Mary, buried under such a shroud of distortions, unsubstantiated rumors, wild allegations, absurd leaps in logic, and flat-out, deliberate lies, that discerning the truth, for those few who have cared to make the effort to do so, is like taking a sightseeing cruise through quicksand. 

In the aftermath of the Rizzio disaster, however, Mary had more immediate concerns than love, or even politics.  It was nearly time for the Queen's child to arrive.  It must have been some comfort to Mary that at least she and Darnley would not be the parents. 

When she returned from Dunbar to Edinburgh, Mary planned to go to Edinburgh Castle for the child's birth.  The Castle, overlooking the town, was the most secure fortress in Scotland, and its main military post.  She would be close to the physical center of events, but would also be private, remote, and inaccessible.  Precisely the conditions a pregnancy like hers most required. 

While the Castle was being readied for her stay, Mary, unsurprisingly, could not yet face the thought of a return to Holyrood.  She had never shown a fondness for the relatively small, gloomy old palace, and after her experiences there it seemed like a literal chamber of horrors.  She settled instead in a house in the High Street, carefully lined with field guns and surrounded with companies of professional infantry. 

After she moved into Edinburgh Castle (with Moray back in attendance, although he privately complained bitterly to one of Elizabeth's envoys that he was such an outcast he might as well be back in London,) Bothwell was still not at ease.  He was convinced there would be an attempt to bring the Rizzio murderers back into Scotland with another coup when Mary had retired to the seclusion of the Castle, and that Moray was playing a major role in it. 

He tried to convince Mary to keep her brother in ward until she was ready to rejoin the world, as a preventive measure, but she decided that was unnecessary.  She believed Moray would not risk himself again so soon after the failure of the last coup.  Besides, Mary, following the old rule of “Keep your friends close, and your enemies even closer,” had instructed her brother to move into the Castle along with her.  Moray was never one to act when he knew he was being watched.  Resigned, Bothwell contented himself with patrolling the Border, with one eye in the direction of England at every moment. 

(In his "Memoirs," James Melville ridicules Bothwell's concerns, claiming that no such scheme existed, and implies that Bothwell and Moray's other enemies had merely invented this talk of another coup as a means of discrediting Moray.  As, according to other sources, Melville himself had been one of the prime organizers of the contemplated coup, his attitude is hardly shocking.)15 

Mary's choice of a bedroom for herself in Edinburgh Castle was interesting.  Her room--the room where the future King James was supposedly born--is extremely tiny, no larger than eight feet at its longest side.  When her bed was placed in the room, there was space left for only several people to even stand in it.  There was certainly no possibility whatsoever for the crowd scene that normally hovered around a royal childbirth. 

In those times, it was standard practice for the arrival of an heir to the throne to have many witnesses--doctors, nurses, midwives, friends of the Queen, enemies of the Queen, foreign envoys, courtiers...all gathered around to see their future sovereign make his or her first public appearance.  In a chamber the size of the one Mary chose for herself, such a crowd was impossible.  When the time for James' birth arrived, Mary's only companions would be her personal physician and a couple of her most intimate female friends. 

Which was precisely her intention. 

Much of the court moved into the Castle with her, including Lady Reres, who (what a coincidence!) was scheduled to give birth at around the same time as the Queen--at precisely the same time, as it turned out.  Mary had already announced that Reres would be her own baby's wet-nurse.  Unsurprisingly. 

Darnley was lodged in the Castle as well, but was apparently ignored by everyone else there, including Mary, as much as possible.   With his usual destructive (and self-destructive) selfishness, his habits seemed to be becoming more erratic than ever. 

Mary herself spent her days alone in her little room high up in the Castle, brooding.  As the time for the child's birth drew near, she suffered from an increasingly bleak sense of depression.  Her normal optimism and high spirits seem to have deserted her completely, leaving her unable to take even a token interest in anything. 

She spent much of her time making out her will, which, considering her recent experiences, plus Bothwell's ominous talk of further plots, was not an unusual occupation for a Scottish monarch.  She compiled long and detailed lists of bequests to practically everyone she knew, seemingly unconcerned whether they were friend or foe. 

One item she intended to leave to Bothwell was a jeweled image of a mermaid--a mermaid atop a dolphin's back was an alchemical symbol that Mary perhaps related to from the time when she was the bride of the Dauphin, whose punning emblem was the dolphin.  This perhaps inspired the famous passage from "A Midsummer Night's Dream" that is believed to refer to Mary and Bothwell: 


  "Since once I sat upon a promontory,

    And heard a mermaid, on a dolphin's back,

    Uttering such dulcet and harmonious breath, 

    That the rude sea grew civil at her song;

    And certain stars shot madly from their spheres,

    To hear the sea-maid's music."




Mary's will has disappeared, and its contents are unknown, but it was said to have named, in the event of her death, a Council of Regency, which included Bothwell, who was also to serve as lieutenant general, but excluding Darnley.  She made it clear that he was not to have any involvement in governing either Scotland or whatever children she might leave behind her. 

When not occupied with this task (which must have done little to improve her spirits,) Mary spent the last weeks of her "pregnancy" alone in her tiny room, staring out her window at her capital city far below, lost in her own private thoughts. 

They must have been grim thoughts indeed, all of them centered around this accursed arrangement that had brought her to such a state.  The past ten months had been a personal hell and a political disaster for her, all thanks to her worthless consort.  Because of Darnley, she was feeling depressed, lonely, vindictive, nervous, and full of rage.  Because of Darnley, her most imperative political goals were in ruins.  And she had no idea how she was to deal with him, or how to escape from the pit into which he had dragged her. 

This "pregnancy" ruse she had felt compelled to enact must have seemed like the last straw.  Even if Darnley had not been syphilitic, she would have recoiled at the idea of such a creature fathering her children.  But because she had been given no alternative but to "marry" a man who was diseased in body and spirit alike, she felt she had also been given no alternative but to resort to this degrading and difficult scheme of pseudo-marriage, faked pregnancy and borrowed babies.  How she must have hated what she felt Darnley had driven her to do. 

Making the matter even more heartbreaking to her was the fact that she loved children, and, dynastic requirements aside, Mary seems to have had a genuine desire for motherhood.  She deeply wanted children of her own.  Darnley seemed to have robbed her even of that happiness.  Fate, in one of the many perverse tricks it played on her, compelled her to, twice in a row, link her lot with boys who, because of their various deficiencies in body and mind, were unable to even give her children.   Mary knew, as her mother undoubtedly knew before her, that there was one man who could assist and protect her, one man who could make her happy, one man who could give her the children she would want to follow her in ruling Scotland and England.  That man was Bothwell, who seemed to be completely out of her reach. 

Supposedly, at about this time--either just before or after James' birth--a most curious episode is supposed to have taken place.  This comes to us courtesy of the "Lennox MSS.," a hodgepodge of various slanders and accusations against Mary, compiled under the direction of the Earl of Lennox.  The "MSS." were put together soon after Mary's arrival in England in 1568, as a means of encouraging Elizabeth to do her worst against the Queen of Scots. 

Most of the "MSS.," as can be imagined, are remarkably ludicrous, untrustworthy, and generally clumsy in effect--Lennox was nearly as famous for stupidity as his son--but here and there, the documents do, usually by accident, provide some revealing information. 

One of these bits of information concerns this particular action of Mary's, claimed by Lennox to have taken place immediately after James was born.  According to one of the "MSS.," Mary sent Bothwell a letter.  In this letter--which is not directly quoted, only summarized--she swears her eternal love for Bothwell, despite her marriage to another, and solemnly avows that she was not having sexual relations with her husband, and would not be having relations with him.  In the letter, she was, you might say, pledging her fidelity to Bothwell.16 

Even by Lennox's standards, this is a strange story, one that inspires some questions (beyond the obvious one of where and when Lennox or one of his confederates saw this letter.)  For one, why did Lennox even include this story--which seems so irrelevant to his purpose--solely for the purpose of refuting it?  (Lennox elsewhere contradicts himself by informing the reader that Mary had broken this promise to Bothwell.  Of course, she was sleeping with Darnley, Lennox assures us.  After all, he was her husband, was he not?)17 

It is obvious, however, that Mary must indeed, at some point, have written such a letter to Bothwell.  It makes no sense to think that Lennox or one of his informants made up the story.  Why invent a story you then feel the need to officially deny?  And why would Lennox feel the need to make clear to the reader that this letter was written long after James was conceived?  The story makes sense only if one assumes that Lennox was utilizing a classic method of damage control.  In short, when you have an uncomfortable truth to hide from the world, a good way of doing so is to reveal this truth yourself, and do it in such a way that you can simultaneously refute it. 

What if it came to Lennox's attention that Mary had written Bothwell a letter swearing to him, on her word as a Queen, that she was not sleeping with her husband.  Only this was a letter dating, not from the time of James' birth, (when, after all, the question of Mary's current conjugal relationship with her husband was fairly unimportant,) but from the time of Mary and Darnley's marriage. 

What if, in the letter Mary sent Bothwell during his stay in France (they were probably in discreet communication all throughout his exile--in fact, before Bothwell had even returned to Scotland, just prior to the announcement of her marriage to Darnley, a strange story circulated claiming Mary was planning a secret nighttime meeting with him at Seton House)18 or in one of the messages she sent to him in Paris at the time of her marriage, asking Bothwell to return home--she explained the whole ugly situation to him?  Darnley's syphilis, her revulsion towards him, but her equally strong political need to stage a marriage with him anyway, her plans for obtaining a "heir"...everything. 

To anyone who has closely studied Mary and Bothwell's entire relationship, such a scenario would not be surprising.  From practically the beginning of their association, there was a strong level of communication between the two.  It is admitted even by Bothwell's detractors that she trusted him more than anyone else.  She habitually discussed her most vital concerns with him. 

Why wouldn't that include the facts of her marriage, a matter of such supreme personal importance?  It cannot be proven (few things in history can be) that Mary already loved Bothwell at the time she married Darnley, but the idea is certainly not incredible.  (It is infinitely more believable than the popular notion that she was in love with Darnley!) Also, if she wrote such a letter--and even Lennox had to admit that she did--she would only have reason for doing so before the marriage.  After the marriage, after her child's birth--when she had supposedly been sleeping with Darnley--why would she  then make such a vow?  Isn't that a case of closing the barn door after the horse has escaped? 

Lennox must have known that such a letter--dated before the wedding, and explaining the whole warped circumstances of her marriage to Darnley--existed.  This would be very dangerous for him.  Apart from the fact that he would hardly want his son's syphilis to become public knowledge, Lennox's hold on power in Scotland depended on his role as grandfather to the young King.  If James was discredited, so was Lennox.  The fiction of the child's right to the throne would have to be maintained at all costs--particularly since the alternatives to James were the Hamiltons or Lennox's hated nominal daughter-in-law.  This letter would have to be neutralized.  This Lennox did, in his own clumsy way, by dating the letter to a "safe" period, after James' birth, and then adding, for good measure, that Mary did not mean what she said, anyway!  It is fact that certain letters and documents written by or about Bothwell, when they came into the hands of the Lords, vanished because they were, in Morton's enigmatic words, "not meet to be shown,"  that they contained information that "should rather have injured than furthered the cause."  What could be less "meet to be shown," more dangerous to "the cause,"19 as far as Mary and Bothwell's enemies were concerned, than a paper clearly discrediting the rebels' chosen alternative to the Queen? 

Could one of these vanished papers be the letter to which Lennox referred?  A letter so potentially explosive--yet so potentially useful as a future hold over the new King--that it was kept, but not revealed to the world at large?  Was this letter the great sword of Damocles that hung over James' head for his entire life? 

The birth of this ill-starred pseudo-King, on June 19,1566, was just as strange and mysterious as his conception.  Mary, at the time of James' arrival, was hidden from the world in her tiny, remote room in an upper floor of the huge castle. 

Among her closest attendants during this singularly important time were Mary Fleming's sister, the Countess of Atholl, Mary Beaton, (who would afterwards announce the birth of Scotland's heir to an anxiously awaiting world,) and Beaton's aunt, Lady Reres.  The room was so small, there could not have been space for any other witnesses.  (There are, in fact, no eyewitness accounts of Mary giving birth.  The story told by historians that Mary had a long and painful labor originates from James Melville's "Memoirs"--and he himself writes that this was a tale he invented for Queen Elizabeth's benefit, as an attempt to frighten her from a marriage and children of her own.) 

All we are told about Lady Reres is that she was lodging with the Queen in Edinburgh Castle.  No one seemed to want to draw attention to her, or her pregnancy.  This was easy to do, as everyone's attention was naturally focused on Mary and her upcoming baby.  It also does not seem to be recorded what became of the child Lady Reres produced before becoming James' wet-nurse.  It is as if he disappeared, as far as history is concerned. 

One thing that is clearly and indisputably recorded is a seemingly senseless action taken by Mary's cousin, Lady Atholl. 

The Countess of Atholl, like Reres' notorious sister Janet Beaton, had a reputation for practicing witchcraft.  She has, in fact, been described as a high-ranking member of Scotland's flourishing witch-cult.  We are told that, during Mary's confinement,  Lady Atholl cast certain spells which successfully transferred Mary's labor pains onto Lady Reres. 

This, one would think, was not only rather unkind to poor Lady Reres, but idiotic as well.  If Lady Atholl merely wished to ease Mary's labor, why not employ magic to simply remove her pains altogether?  Why give them to another woman?  Also, Mary was anything but a weakling.  She always took great pride in her fortitude.  Are we to believe that she was so insensitive and cowardly that she would allow another woman to suffer her labor pains?  Unless...this was a blatant clue, a hint spread by someone who knew the truth.  The truth that Lady Reres truly was experiencing Mary's labor pains...because she was giving birth to Mary's baby. 

There were other strange stories that arose around James' birth.  The idea that he was a "changeling," a substitute for Mary's stillborn baby, is circulated to this day.  It is interesting how easily many people accept that basic premise--that James was not Mary's child--even if they accept it for the wrong reasons.  As long ago as 1721, an anonymous Scottish writer noted that many of his contemporaries still questioned whether Darnley had fathered James, adding, "if (as I have heard some Scots loudly aver) the child itself were not suppositious."20 

In 1830, workmen in Edinburgh Castle were said to have found a skeleton inside a wall of the fortress.  For some unknown reason, the story immediately gained currency that this was the true child of Mary, Queen of Scots, who, having died at birth, was hastily buried inside a wall.  (One assumes the her ladies just happened to have a jackhammer and a cement mixer handy.)  These bones disappeared soon afterwards, making it impossible to say how old they were, whether this was the skeleton of a baby or an adult, (the contemporary accounts are quite vague and contradictory,) or even if they were human at all. 

This story undoubtedly had nothing to do with Mary at all, although it does serve to illustrate that some people do sense the truth--that James was indeed not her son.  Otherwise, the tale is completely unbelievable. 

The evidence clearly suggests that Mary was not pregnant.  Her marriage to the dangerously diseased Lord Darnley was never consummated. 

Even if Mary had given birth to a stillborn child, does it make sense that she would dispose of the little royal corpse by entombing it in a wall?  (And how would this messy construction job be done without attracting enormous attention?)  It would be the easiest thing in the world to smuggle the baby's body out of the Castle so he or she could be given a proper burial. 

All these stories say the bones were found inside a wall.  This alone indicates that they must have been there when that area of the Castle was first constructed--which was many years before Mary was even born.  If there were actually human bones found inside a wall--which is not at all certain--(some believe the entire story was a hoax designed to attract more tourists to the Castle) they were very possibly what are called "foundation sacrifices." 

Throughout the world, particularly in the more stubbornly pagan countries, such as Scotland, it was for many centuries, until at least the medieval era, a stunningly common practice to entomb human remains (usually of babies or small children) into the walls or foundations of important buildings.  It was believed to bring protection and good luck to the structure.  If bones were truly found at Edinburgh Castle in 1830, this is almost certainly the explanation. 

Another myth suggests that James was the actual son of the Earl of Mar and his wife.  This story does not appear to have been a contemporary allegation and there seems to be no evidence to support it.  The Mars became James' official guardians after his birth, (which is the main foundation for this story,) but this was no more than was expected.  Lord Mar’s family, the Erskines, had long been hereditary governors of the heir to the Scottish throne. 

Portraits of James are claimed by some people to bear a resemblance to paintings of the Mars' eldest son, but considering the remarkable degree of intermarriage among all families of the Scottish nobility, as well as the inexact facial likenesses seen in portraiture of the era, (no image of Mary, for example, bears much resemblance to any other) this is an extremely weak argument.  Descendants of the Mars have consistently rejected suggestions of close family ties to James, and there seems little reason to doubt their word. 

This story sounds, in fact, suspiciously like a "red herring," an essential falsehood spread to cover up an essential truth.  The idea that Lady Mar gave birth to James can be easily refuted, thus obscuring the fact that a far more credible theory--that Lady Reres was his mother--is both unnoticed and unrefuted. 

It would not have been terribly difficult to keep such an occurrence quiet.  It really was in no one's best interest to publicize the truth about James.  Everyone in Scotland shared Mary's desperate desire for an heir to the throne. 

Her enemies, as they would soon make clear, found this baby even more useful than Mary did.  It was a cruel, can't-win irony for her that James' arrival both strengthened and endangered her position. 

The Scots had a long history of minority rulers, and the nobles had become long used to the lack of centralized control over their actions that resulted when their sovereign was a child.  How, after all, could a baby order you about or attempt to curb your power, as Mary had tried to do?  During the reign of a child, everyone ruled Scotland, because no one ruled Scotland.  There were certainly many members of the nobility--the ambitious, acquisitive Moray, the new heir's "uncle," most particularly--who would have much preferred to see an infant on the throne than a grown woman;  particularly a grown woman who, like Mary, had already exhibited a definite mind of her own, as well as a clear desire to strengthen her own authority, at the corresponding expense of the nobles'.  The Lords knew well that England would be entirely in their corner.  It was imperative, as far as London was concerned, to keep Scotland as weak and disorderly as possible.  A long regency government--particularly one headed by Elizabeth's most obedient lackey, Moray--would be an ideal way of achieving this goal. 

If any of Mary's opponents knew, or suspected, the truth about James (as they clearly did,) that would only make him an even more enticing replacement for Mary.  The one thing more powerless than a child-King is a child-King who had no rightful claim on the throne at all.  One 19th-century writer attributed Mary and Bothwell's overthrow to the fact that "The Scots wanted nothing resembling a real King or ruler." 21 With James, this is precisely what they got. 

In addition, if any of the powers-that-be--in Scotland or England--were aware of the paper Mary was compelled to sign before she could marry Francis, deeding her country to France should she die childless, that alone would give them a powerful motive to accept James.  It certainly would not be in either country's interests to have a French takeover attempt of Scotland and England. 

The Lennox camp, as well, had become dangerously acquiescent to the situation.  Finally realizing that the chances of Darnley gaining the Crown were nonexistent, with or without the presence of an heir, they changed tactics. 

As they could not safely repudiate James without revealing their own secrets, they resolved to use him to their own advantage. 

At the time Darnley married the Queen, the plan had been to obtain the Crown for Darnley, after which, the then-disposable Mary could be easily eliminated, leaving Darnley as sole ruler.  (And a ruler, everyone knew, who would be virtually identical to having an infant on the throne.) 

When this plan failed, and Mary, against all the odds, came up with an heir, the Lennox camp's aims turned towards Mary's immediate death.  Then, once the obvious choice as Regent--who else but the child's closest relative, his loving father?--was installed, the baby could be disposed of at their leisure.  After all, babies died easily in those days--who could say for sure if his end was natural or otherwise? 

Mary, unfortunately for what little remained of her peace of mind, had a strong idea of what Darnley and his family had planned.  From the time of James' birth, she kept him heavily guarded, allowing no one she did not trust--most particularly the baby's titular father--near him unsupervised.  She was more than intelligent enough to be aware of the obvious advantages to Darnley, if both she and the child were dead.  She could only hope to make this goal as difficult for him as possible. 

Scotland's demented political situation, featuring a Queen Regnant having to guard against further deposition or assassination attempts by her own consort--also directly endangered Bothwell.  His devoted loyalty to the Queen made him a necessary target for her enemies.  He had already helped her foil two rebellions (three, if you count the one evidently planned at the time James was born.)  He had made it very clear that anyone who wished to harm the Queen would have to deal with him first. 

This is precisely what the Queen's enemies intended to do.  Much of the contemporary hostility recorded towards Bothwell stems from the simple fact that he was Mary's one ally in Scotland who was both strong and completely loyal.  His presence on the scene complicated things considerably for anyone who had reason to plot against her.  It was easy for everyone to see that, before the Queen could be dealt with, Bothwell would have to be destroyed. 

This was hardly a secret.  Some months later, the Papal Nuncio, the Bishop of Mondovi, wrote to the Cardinal of Alessandria a letter commenting on the political situation in Scotland.

In regards to Moray, he commented:  "Hence it is thought that he [Moray], aiming at the succession to the throne, desires upon this occasion to murder the Earl of Bothwell, a courageous man, much trusted and confided in by the Queen, with the intention of being afterwards able to lay snares for the life of her Majesty with greater ease, especially as he can hope through the slothfulness of the Earl of Lennox to obtain, by his permission and consent, the governorship of the Prince, and by consequence of the whole realm."22 Bothwell's rallying to Mary's rescue after the Rizzio murder had demonstrated just what an indomitable opponent he could be.  He was, for very different reasons, living under as heavy a death sentence as Darnley.  The irony was--and this was Scottish politics for you--while Darnley was condemned for his treachery, Bothwell was targeted for his loyalty. 

In the diplomatic correspondence in the period following Rizzio's murder, there appear a number of references to the resentment felt by many towards Bothwell and his preeminence, as well as some dark hints of an imminent plot aimed at Bothwell's destruction. 

A plot that, only a few months after James' birth, was very nearly successful.
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-Twenty Two-
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Mary, after the birth of her heir, remained in her little cubicle in Edinburgh Castle, although she saw visitors and, even though she did not leave the Castle grounds, she carried on the necessary business of Queenship. 

The newborn James was left to the care of Lady Reres and the army of nurses and caretakers that were the usual entourage for a royal child.  It is not at all clear how often Mary herself saw the child.  She closely protected him from danger and made sure he got the best of care, but there is no evidence of any personal maternal warmth for the baby.  Considering her natural distaste for the entire scheme she had felt compelled to create around his birth, as well as all the misery she could not help but associate with him, this is hardly shocking. 

As was the case during her "pregnancy," Mary occasionally seemed to forget the role she was playing.  She was uncertain how a woman who just gave birth was supposed to act.  She was, we are told, "so bold"1 immediately after James' birth.  She evidently made some move toward leaving her bed and resuming her usual activities, but some well-meaning friend must have advised her that this would not do.  Five days after the birth, when Mary was visited by Elizabeth's envoy, Henry Killigrew,  she made a more appropriate appearance for his benefit.  She was tucked demurely in her bed, and Killigrew describes her as speaking little, and in a faint voice, with an occasional hollow cough (?!)  After Killigrew departed, she seems to have gone back about her normal life.  We hear nothing else of whispered voices or coughs.  Mary, evidently, could carry on a pretense only so far. 

This innate sense of honesty may well have extended to the rites of her Church.  One small, but extremely significant point has been completely missed by historians; that is, there appears to be no reason to believe that Mary was ever "Churched." 

"The Thanksgiving of Women after Child-Birth," (or, as it is commonly known, the "Churching of Women,") is a ceremony largely ignored today, but in Mary's era, it was a vital part of the childbearing experience.  A month to forty days after giving birth, the new mother would perform a particular religious ceremony formally giving thanks to God for her recovery.  If her child also lived, a special prayer was also said in his or her behalf.  The ceremony was a notable one, as it was considered not only a celebration of the birth, but a signal that the woman was officially "re-entering" the world after her labor.  In that sense, the ceremony was also a "purification" service for the end of the woman's pregnancy.  It was, in fact, held to be bad luck (or, at least, bad etiquette,) for a woman to leave her home until she went to be "Churched." 

For royal and noble women, this ceremony was particularly important, as a "public relations" gesture.  They saw giving birth to heirs as so important, both personally and politically, that the rite had even more significance than for ordinary women.  For these noble ladies, childbirth was a public triumph to be celebrated as ostentatiously as possible.  Their "Churching" ceremonies were formal, often elaborate affairs.  They were, in short, designed to be public spectacles. 

In Mary's case, James' birth was even more important than the usual arrival of a royal heir.  She saw the baby as her chief political tool in Scotland and England both.  She saw his birth as her most obvious success story to date, one that was to be publicized as much as possible.  (As, indeed, was his christening, six months later.) 

Mary certainly had no aversion to Church ritual.  She loved it, in fact.  She had a certain amount of Cecil B. De Mille in her soul--she adored ceremonials of all sorts, and they could not be too elaborately staged for her taste.  It is incomprehensible, given all that, for her "Churching" ceremony not to have been a well-attended, much-discussed event, as were all her religious rites.  Instead, there appear to be no reports of the ceremony occurring at all. 

It is impossible to understand why it would not be recorded that such a public rite of Thanksgiving and purification took place...unless Mary knew it would be wrong for her to do so.  As she had not truly given birth, she would feel it was a blasphemy for her to undergo a religious ceremony that presumed she had. 

She could lie to the world, but not her God. 

About a month after James' birth (precisely at the time she would normally have the "Churching" ceremony,) Mary, instead, did a rather odd thing.  Early one morning, without leaving word for anyone (most particularly her husband,) she suddenly left for the seaside estate of the Earl of Mar, at Alloa.  She and her small entourage enlisted Bothwell's aid for the planned journey.  The Lord High Admiral of Scotland helpfully provided Mary with a ship and crew for the voyage. 

George Buchanan's later writings provide us with a typically lurid and laughable account of this sail to Alloa, implying that Mary occupied her time with any manner of indecent activities in the disreputable company of Bothwell and his sailors--"notorious pirates."  The truth is considerably more prosaic.  Bothwell himself probably did not even accompany her to Alloa.  Mary and her ever-protective cadre of ladies had a perfectly innocuous midsummer pleasure cruise. 

Many of her biographers marvel at this strange, abrupt action of hers.  What made her, so soon after childbirth--"before her month was out"  2as Lennox later noted significantly--abandon everything, including her newborn, to bury herself in distant Alloa? 

The usual explanation is that she was desperate to flee her husband--now that she no longer had the excuse of pregnancy to keep Darnley at bay, she made this panic move to keep from having to return to his bed. 

While Mary certainly wanted to keep as far away from Darnley as possible, the excuse that she merely wished to avoid a resumption of conjugal relations will not hold, for the simple reason that she had never been having relations with him in the first place.  In any case, she was perfectly capable of simply ordering her husband not to touch her.  Hiding from him was certainly unnecessary. 

What is ignored is that it was also time for her to undergo the public "Churching" ceremony.  Was this sudden, unexpected trip done to obscure the fact that this important rite would not, and, in good conscience, could not be done?--that she found it impossible to perform a solemn rite of her Church, to give thanks to God for a pregnancy that never was? 

Details of her visit to Alloa are scarce, but she occupied herself with her usual mix of business and pleasure:  she did official paperwork, heard petitions, met with her ministers and envoys, while making time for her favorite entertainments--music, dancing, and masques.  The only thing marring the pleasantness of her stay was an uninvited visit from Darnley, but the reception he received was so hostile that he stayed only a couple of hours. 

Some writers--the usual sentimentalists--have felt the need to comment on the striking fact that the birth of "their" child failed to bring Mary and Darnley closer together...that their son did not inspire any talk of a reconciliation--as if something worth salvaging or restoring had ever existed between them. 

In truth, James' arrival on the scene merely served to destroy whatever pitiful stray scraps may have remained of a relationship that had never, even at its very best, been more than a mere polite facade. 

Even if James had truly been their son--even if he had been something other than a political poker chip for Mary and a political rival for Darnley--his parents would still have come away from his birth more bitter enemies than ever. 

Now that James was born, Darnley's usefulness to Mary was nearly over.  Once the baby was safely christened, with his "father" in attendance to officially certify his legitimacy to the world, his usefulness would be finished entirely.  She had never been able to bring herself to feel anything more for Darnley than a dutiful, teeth-gritting sort of tolerance, and his vile behavior and poisonous personality had left her unable to even maintain that role.  Now that he had served his purposes--however badly--as nominal sire of her heir, she saw no reason to hide her disgust that he and she so much as breathed the same air. 

Darnley, for his part, found his sullen resentment towards Mary encompassing James, as well.   He felt that his so-called wife and his so-called son had, between them, managed to cheat him out of his rightful inheritance of the throne. 

First Mary--that witch!--had refused to give him the Crown that he saw as nothing more than his just due, and then, when he merely sought to...well, safeguard his interests, by entering into a simple little deal with the Lords, Mary managed--he still could not understand how--to ruin that for him, as well.  Her constant harping on the subject was most unjust.  After all, the Italian was only a secretary! 

And, in any case, she had driven him to it.  And then, when he was kind enough to lead her to safety afterwards, this was the gratitude she showed him! 

Worst of all, the shrew somehow produced a squalling little brat to knock him out of the succession entirely! 

Filled with indignation, frustration, and hatred--feelings all the more dangerous because they were the products of a slow and increasingly unstable mind--Darnley sulked and poured out tales of how he had been wronged to his companions--companions who, because they were just as degraded and greedy as he was, encouraged all his worst thoughts and habits.  And he kept on drinking. 

Mary spent the summer after James' birth restlessly moving from place to place, never remaining still for long.  She avoided returning to Holyrood.  It is as if she hoped to conquer her troubles by outrunning them. 

She was in something of a limbo in this period.  She had accomplished her task of getting an heir.  Her political plans did not appear to be going anywhere.  She had no immediate great goals or projects with which to occupy herself.  There seemed nothing to do but wait...wait for some signal that would indicate what in the world she was supposed to do next. 

Mary briefly crossed paths with Darnley, while she was on a leisurely late-summer hunting party through the Scottish countryside.  (Her companions during this particular expedition included Bothwell and Moray, which must have made for an interesting gathering.) 

The encounter, and a subsequent meeting at Stirling, was as mutually antagonistic as ever, and ended with a "discontented" Darnley flouncing off on his own.  (This state of affairs between Mary and Darnley came as no surprise to the French Ambassador in London, who was inspired to record of the Scottish King and Queen that "they cannot be together for three days without a riot.")3 

Around this same time, one of Cecil's agents reported casually that Mary and Darnley "agree in the old manner, or rather even worse," adding that Mary usually refused to even take meals in his company, hated everyone who showed her husband the slightest regard, and that he could not even politely repeat some of the terms the Queen was using to describe her husband. 4 

Mary was beginning to fear that Darnley's hateful characteristics were virtually limitless.  She was seeing plots practically around every corner--after all that had happened, she would have been insane if she had not--and she strongly suspected her consort of being behind them all.  He could not talk to any of her nobles without Mary believing they were engineering some fresh nightmare to spring on her. 

When she heard James Melville had presented Darnley with a hunting dog, all her fears were aroused.  She sent for Melville, and upbraided him for what she saw as his treachery towards her, "and called him dissembler and flatterer, and said she could not trust him who would give anything to such one as she loved not."5 

Mary was, in fact, facing a bitter dilemma where Darnley was concerned.  On the one hand, she found the sight of him unbearable.  On the other, whenever he was out of her orbit, she was tormented with worry over what new trouble he might be hatching against her.  It seemed she could neither endure his society nor do without it. 

She was undergoing a new political disappointment, as well.  She had been led to assume--by Elizabeth as much as anyone--that once she married Darnley, and particularly when they had produced a child linking their joint claims to the English throne, that her official recognition as Elizabeth's successor would soon follow. 

Like everything else in Mary's life, this entirely logical and reasonable assumption somehow, with that mysterious, evil magic that engulfed her every move, did not work out as planned. 

The September after James' birth, the English Parliament was scheduled to meet, with the top item on their agenda being, as always, the question of the succession.  The birth of Mary's heir made the whole issue particularly relevant.  As Mary could now present England with her own successor, as well, thus guaranteeing a smooth transition on the throne for at least two generations, it made her English supporters more militant and enthusiastic than ever.  Even many of the more moderate Protestants were won over, particularly after her pardon of Moray. 

Mary came to the resolution that, in order to continue gathering the necessary Protestant support, she must pardon Lethington, as well.  He was, after all, her main diplomatic contact at Elizabeth's court.  She knew he was all for her being named as Elizabeth's heir, even if they differed on how and why this was to be done.  She came to the conclusion that she needed him at this moment, to conduct her negotiations with London on the issue. 

As for Lethington’s role--whatever it may precisely have been--in the Rizzio conspiracy, Mary was too wrapped up in hate for Darnley to spare too much of it for his erstwhile associates, whom Mary saw as mere underlings for the true villain of the piece--her husband. 

In any case, she assumed that, given a prominent position at court where he could be easily watched, and with all the former conspirators currently scattered, there was no one Lethington could hide behind, leaving him, timid coward that he was, relatively harmless. 

Bothwell could not have disagreed more with this assessment.  When he learned of Mary's decision to pardon Lethington, he was deeply dismayed.  The manipulative old traitor was, he believed, nothing but trouble, and if Mary let him back to court, trouble was precisely what she would get.  He and Mary had a private debate on the matter.  Exactly how she managed this is unknown, but in the end, she persuaded Bothwell to agree to Lethington's recall.  As always when he and the Queen disagreed, Bothwell, (so often portrayed as poor, defenseless Mary's brutal, domineering tyrant,) gave in.  Mary arranged a meeting between herself, Bothwell, and Lethington, and the three came to a mutual truce. 

Lethington was greatly relieved.  He feared Bothwell even more than he hated him.  According to one account, Lethington, before he got his pardon, had been planning to sail to the continent, but was discouraged in this when it came to his attention that Bothwell had been contemplating that when Lethington set sail, he was going to instruct his sea-captains to follow Lethington's ship out to sea, overtake it, and capture his old enemy before he could escape punishment for his misdeeds.  Assuming this story is true, (and it does have a certain Bothwell-like ring to it,) it is difficult to say how serious he was--with Bothwell, anything was possible--but it had Lethington all a-quiver.  He was much happier being at public peace with Bothwell.  It made it all the easier for Lethington to conspire against him behind his back. 

Despite the best efforts of Mary's allies, it was looking as though the English Parliament might leave the succession as formally up in the air as ever.  The English people mostly approved of Mary's succession, but their leaders were deeply divided.  The Protestant-led House of Commons was against her.  The House of Lords, on the other hand, favored Mary, but her bitter estrangement from Darnley was threatening to create a dangerous erosion in their support.   The most fervent Protestants, like Cecil, were, of course, heart and soul against her.  And, unfortunately for Mary, they were the heads of the English government.  Plus, of course, they had Elizabeth herself behind them completely.  As weak, indecisive, and irresolute as Elizabeth usually was, on this one issue, she was implacable.  She refused to hear of the idea of naming anyone as her heir, but Mary, whom Elizabeth feared above anyone on Earth, was utterly unthinkable. 

The motives of Cecil and his allies were more financial than religious, or even political.  It was, rightly or wrongly, generally assumed that Mary saw the formal recognition of her claims as a preliminary step to immediately asserting them.  Cecil and the rest dreaded a Catholic restoration in England, not because they feared Mary would persecute them for being heretics, but because they assumed she would do something far more terrifying--namely, take their money. 

Cecil and his kind were what we today usually call "nouveaux riche"--families of previously negligible wealth and social standing, who built their power and fortunes off the Reformation.   When Henry VIII dissolved the monasteries and banished the Catholic Church, he seized the Church's vast lands and wealth.  Much of this went directly into the pockets of those men, like Cecil, who promoted the transition.  They found the Anglican Church and monarchy to be an ideal mechanism for political and economic control. 

Logically enough, these courtiers lived in fear at the thought of the Catholic Church ever being reestablished in England.  What goes up, after all, can always go down.  If Catholicism ever made a comeback, the Church would be calling for its lands and influence back.  Cecil and his friends had all grown quite fond of being wealthy and powerful, and saw no reason for personal cut-backs.  Mary Tudor's reign had been a bad scare, but, fortunately for them, Mary Tudor's own political ineptitude and personal neuroses made her an easy enemy with which to deal.  They were able to foil her obsessions for restoring Catholicism until, after only a five-year reign, she died, in, let us say, suspicious and still-unexplained circumstances. 

Mary Stewart was, they saw, a different case entirely.  While she was free from Mary Tudor's religious mania, she had all the political practicality and innate shrewdness the previous Mary lacked.  Even though her devotion to Catholicism was political, not emotional, she was a far more formidable opponent. 

As far as Cecil--the classic political pragmatist and political survivor--was concerned, the Pope himself could probably have occupied the English throne if he left his own fortunes untouched.  But as long as Mary intended to rule as a Catholic Queen, in a Catholic Britain, at the expense of William Cecil, then the matter was simple.  Mary must go.  The succession would have to look after itself. 

As a result, it was beginning to look as if Mary might remain indefinitely where she had been before James' birth--as England's royal ghost.  Her presence hovering everywhere in London, but officially unseen, unheard, and certainly unacknowledged.  The husband and child that she had sacrificed so much to get, endured so much anguish to keep, because she was led to believe they were the only solution to her political difficulties, now seemed to be little help at all.  This latest disappointment must have been the capstone to all the bitterness and misery that had been her lot since Darnley entered her life.  And she could see no end to it in sight. 

At this time--heading into the autumn of 1566--Mary returned to Edinburgh.  Probably still reluctant to reside in the ill-omened Holyrood, she instead briefly settled into the "Exchequer House," a small residence in the capital where, as the name implies, she went to “understand her revenues.”  Her intention was to go over her finances in preparation for making arrangements for James' upcoming christening.  While her desire to take up temporary residence in the Exchequer House was perhaps slightly unusual--it was hardly necessary for her to live there in order to go over her accounts--it was only much later that another explanation for Mary's fondness for the domicile was asserted.  It was said to be during her stay in the Exchequer House, in September of 1566, that Mary became Bothwell's mistress. 

George Buchanan, in his inimitable way, offers the most luridly detailed version of the tale.  As he tells it, Bothwell, making his way into the house one evening from the adjoining residence of his friend, David Chalmers, happened to find Mary alone, and took advantage of this opportunity by raping her.  This, Buchanan relates with his customary sarcasm, was such a dreadful experience for the Queen that the next night she sent Lady Reres (who, Buchanan assures us, was an ideal choice for the role of procurer) to fetch Bothwell from next door.  (Buchanan suggests snidely that Mary wished to get her revenge on Bothwell by raping him!)  The rest, we are told, is history...of a sort. 

This account could be easily ignored were it not for the fact that there are, to this day, historians (who, one assumes, have seen far too many television soap operas,) that relate this ridiculous story as fact. 

On the other extreme end of the spectrum, it is endlessly pointed out, by those historians who make the equally untenable argument that Mary never voluntarily had any personal involvement with Bothwell, that there are no contemporary claims dating from before Darnley's murder, that she and Bothwell were lovers.  This is perfectly true.  There is no good evidence that Mary, during her marriage to Darnley, was having a physical affair with Bothwell.  At the time of Darnley's death, she was almost certainly still a virgin. 

The point where these historians inevitably venture off into the realm of absurdity is when they try to use this lack of evidence as proof that Mary did not, then or later, have any personal affection for Bothwell.  As if a woman could not love a man, while feeling compelled by circumstances to keep this love strictly platonic!  (This is yet another example of Mary's historical "defenders" refusing to give her credit for any sense at all.) From all we know, it seems as evident as anything in history can be that Mary was in love with Bothwell, and had been so for quite some time--perhaps since they first met.  This appears to be the inevitable conclusion reached by basic logic.  One does not have to resort to the poetical excesses of an Algernon Swinburne, who depicts Mary declaring to Bothwell--


"You are my soldier; but these silk-soft words

    Become your lips as well as mine, when love

    Rekindles them; how good it is to have

    A man to love you!  here is man indeed,

    Not fool or boy, to make love's face ashamed,

    To abash love's heart and turn to bitterness

    The sweet blood current in it.  O my fair lord!

    How fairer is this warrior face, and eyes

    With the iron light of battle in them left

    As the after fire of sunset left in heaven

    When the sun sinks, than any fool's face made

    Of smiles and courtly color!  Now I feel

    As I were a man too, and had part myself

    In your great strength; being one with you as I,

    How should I not be strong?"



--to realize that she and Bothwell seem to have been made for each other.  He exemplified everything she most admired in people.  As a later English observer noted, Mary "delighted to hear of hardiness and valiancy." 6 She was a Valkyrie at heart, who worshipped courage, adored recklessness, demanded loyalty, and had an almost physical revulsion from weaklings and cowards.


However, it did not mean the mere brute male had appeal for her.  Simultaneously with her warrior streak was a desire for the more refined side of life--intelligence, beauty, culture, and chivalry.  She longed for, in short, brains and brawn, toughness and suavity, boldness and cleverness.  In Bothwell, she felt she had finally found someone who could satisfy these varied and contradictory sides of her own nature. 

On a more practical level, she needed him as much as a woman ever needed a man.  He was "my sole rampart on this Earth," as she described him in the Casket Letter poetry.  Throughout her turbulent reign in Scotland, he alone had consistently championed her, defended her, and protected her, regardless of his own profit and safety.  And, in the quagmire where she now found herself, he was more necessary to her than ever.  His life was virtually the only thing standing between her and utter disaster.  Without his support, she was all but defenseless in Scotland.  Any of her enemies--starting with her husband and her brother--would be free to do their worst against her. 

Looked at that way, with Mary experiencing the combined emotions of admiration, gratitude, practical need, and simple, natural physical attraction--one can only conclude that those historians who feel the need to deny Mary's feelings for Bothwell are simply fooling themselves along with their readers. 

This does not, however, necessarily make her a literal adulteress.  As strong as her ties were to Bothwell, there were equally strong considerations separating her from him, at least in the physical sense.  The most obvious one, of course, is that, given the morass her life was in, the last thing she needed was more potential problems, which she surely realized she would get from an extramarital affair.  Her enemies were already adept enough at causing her trouble, without her giving them such potent ammunition.  Besides, she saw what had happened to Rizzio, when he was merely falsely accused of being her lover.  She would not want to endanger Bothwell even further, by creating far more substantial charges of that nature. 

Also, often overlooked is the fact that Mary, whatever one may think of her ethics in other areas, had a very definite sense of sexual morality.  Her habits, in that respect, had always been immaculate.  In this context, it is interesting to consider the later quote from her confessor, Father Mamerot, that "until the question of the marriage with Bothwell was raised he never saw a woman of greater virtue." 7 While this tribute is a rather equivocal one, it does prove the basic point:  She would never have entered into an illicit liaison with Bothwell--or, at least, not until there was some sort of formal commitment between them.  (In this regard, incidentally, it would have been helpful to be able to ask Mamerot precisely when "the question of the marriage with Bothwell was raised.") 

Connected with this last point is Mary's overwhelming sense of royal dignity.  She might have loved Bothwell with all her strongly passionate nature, but she simply had too much pride to lower herself to the position of any man's mistress, even his.  Again, she would have first needed what, to her mind at least, was a union--not necessarily marriage--that satisfied her conscience. 

And if she and Bothwell were to become lovers, in the full sense at least, while she was still married to Darnley, what would she do if she became pregnant?  She could attempt to pass Bothwell's child off as Darnley's (and aside from the natural disgust she would feel at the idea, she already, it must be recalled, had a difficult enough time convincing the world that she and Darnley conceived a child together.)   Or, more likely, she could experience the personal shame and political suicide of bearing an illegitimate baby...reducing her and Bothwell's child, that she must have wanted so desperately, to the level of a scorned bastard.  She would not want that, for the sake of all three of them.  Mary may have been romantic, emotional, and impetuous, but she was not a self-destructive fool.  As long as she was, in the eyes of the world, Darnley's wife, she would not have a sexual relationship with Bothwell, no matter what her private feelings were. This does not preclude, however, the notion of a third scenario, one that does not really seem to have occurred to either Mary's champions or detractors.  A scenario that would, in fact, reconcile their opposing views on Mary and Bothwell's pre-marital relationship.  This is simply that they had an affair going, of sorts, but of a chaste, physically platonic variety.  It is possible, after all, for a couple to be lovers without necessarily sleeping together. 

Certainly, Mary's need for Bothwell, emotionally, at this time was as compelling as her need to avoid him physically.  She was burdened with the horrors of the past, the bleakness of the present, and the worries of the future.  She was trapped in the impossible situation of trying to rule a violent and anarchic country, while surrounded by men bent on her ruin.  The political projects she had hoped would be her salvation were in shreds.  Worst of all, she was bound to the hateful wretch who had single-handedly demolished her dreams and caused her more personal misery than she had ever imagined one person could cause another.  And she could see, in Lethington's words, "no outgate."  More than a bedmate, she desperately needed an honest, trustworthy, wise friend to console, advise, and encourage her.  She felt she had this in Bothwell.  Rather incongruously, given his wild reputation, he seems to have had an oddly calming effect on her volatile nature.  She found his strong presence comforting. As long as he was in sight, she felt she was protected and safe.  While there is no valid evidence of their affair during Darnley's lifetime, there are many comments, dating from before her consort's death, indicating a definite emotional closeness between Mary and Bothwell.  In the period between James' birth and Darnley's murder eight months later, the two were often together.  She had openly increased Bothwell's power and influence to the point where he could be described as the de facto King of Scotland.  Contemporaries all recognized a unique relationship between them.  It was not until her husband was gone that it was openly described as a sexual one. 

Which brings us back to the Exchequer House.  It is true that Mary was living there in September of 1566, as Buchanan states.  It is also probably fact that David Chalmers, a lawyer and historian who was a close friend of Bothwell's, was living in an adjoining townhouse.  Bothwell possibly was at this residence during Mary's time in the Exchequer House.  Connected with this, there is the fact that, after Darnley's murder, Cecil took enough of an interest in Chalmers to have his spies compile a dossier on him.  In it, the claim is made that, in the period preceding Darnley's death, Mary and Bothwell frequently used Chalmers' house in Edinburgh as a meeting-place.  All this tends to lead to the conclusion that Buchanan's story--like all good propaganda--is one small outline of basic truth, fleshed out almost beyond recognition by lies.  It is reasonable enough to believe that Mary and Bothwell did indeed meet privately in either Chalmers' residence or the Exchequer House during this period, and possibly other times afterwards, while eschewing  Buchanan's yarns of rape and seduction (with poor Reres playing pimp!)  Bothwell was Mary's closest friend and advisor at the time.  She seemed to discuss with him, and confide in him, things which were between only themselves.  Like all royals, privacy was all but unknown to her.  She must have had a difficult time speaking to him--or anyone else--alone, and these quiet, private meetings would have been the only way she had to do so.  Lacking any infallible knowledge on the subject, this seems as obvious an explanation for the later reports as anything. 

Whatever precisely it was that Mary was up to at this juncture, it was interrupted by what had become the most painfully familiar of disruptions:  Darnley. 

For weeks past, Darnley had, in his petulant, ineffectual fashion, been threatening to leave Scotland.  He was fresh from his latest outrage--namely, writing to all the Catholic leaders of Europe (including Mary's uncle, the Cardinal,) denouncing Mary as being "deficient in the faith" 8 and promoting his own recognition as lay leader of Catholic Britain.  (He seems to have forgotten the bond he signed just a few months previously, promising to defend and promote Protestantism.)  Even by Darnley's standards, this was a remarkably obtuse move.  (Guzman de Silva, the Spanish Ambassador in London, when mentioning the story, at first refused to believe it, obviously finding it difficult to imagine that even Darnley could have been that stupid.)  Mary, who knew better than anyone that he could, was sufficiently alarmed to counter this by making a formal protest to de Silva, strongly denying her husband's charge.  Mary felt she was having enough problems with her fellow Catholics as it was. 

The Pope was sending messages to her, suggesting--ordering, really--that she solve her political problems by conducting a wholesale massacre of Scotland's leading Protestants.  Mary's unaccountable (as far as the Holy Father was concerned) refusal to undertake such a plan had created a certain tension in her relations with the Vatican, a tension that likely wasn't helped by Darnley’s eager efforts to impress upon the Catholic leadership that if he was sole ruler of Scotland, they would not find him so squeamish.  Darnley even talked of going to Flanders, evidently in order to enlist Philip’s military forces in the Netherlands to launch an overthrow of both Mary and Elizabeth--leaving Darnley, of course, as Philip's hand-picked leader of a Catholic Britain. 

With that same goal in mind, Darnley had been in contact with many of the more radical English Catholics, hoping that their impatience with Mary's political practicality and moderation would inspire them to adopt him as their leader.  (The irony was that some--if not all--of his Catholic contacts were, most likely, double-agents working for Elizabeth.  As T.F. Henderson noted, "it was scarcely possible for Darnley to play any other political part than that of dupe; and he never was more a dupe than when he imagined himself engaged in the circumvention of his enemies.") 9 

One of these double-agents, a man named William Rogers who had been in contact with the Lennoxes in Scotland, gave Cecil, in July of 1566, a brief synopsis of what the titular King of Scotland was up to when his Queen's back was turned.  Rogers wrote:  "One Master Poule that has been at sea before, which Poule and diverse gentlemen in his company are looked for shortly in Scotland, offering to serve the King at their own charges.  The King said this before twenty gentlemen, that he was not so ill-loved in England, but that forty gentlemen there would so serve him, and more soon after conveyance of my Lady's [the Countess of Lennox's] letters...One Martin Dare which hath been a captain at Scilly, keeps Poule company.  There are in the North that practice with him to take Scarborough, and have all the North at his command.  Gentlemen of the West Country have sent him the map of Scilly, which is an island in the sea; and the King looking at it saw some ordnance in it, and said he took possession of his own; and naming a place of his father's, said he would have them thither...I have learned all this at the Standens' [Darnley's henchmen] hands who, knowing I am an offender of the laws, professed great friendship." 10 

Darnley seems to have been largely ignored by everyone except Elizabeth's agents (even most Catholics were ready to wash their hands of him.)  His actions, however, served to prove--if further proof were necessary--just how vicious and out-of-control the Queen's consort had become.  Even in London, Elizabeth and Cecil were beginning to view Darnley in rather the same way that Frankenstein inspected his monster.  Like everyone else, including Mary, they had believed that anyone as weak and malleable as Darnley could be easily controlled.  What they did not realize was that anyone so weak, coupled with the probable organically induced mood disorder brought on by his syphilis, was impossible for anyone to control.  One simply could not reason with him.  Elizabeth and her chief minister were beginning to feel that Darnley was nearing the end of his usefulness to them.  He had already done his job--he had prevented Mary from making an advantageous marriage, he had wrecked her hopes for re-establishing Catholicism, he had prevented her from having a child of her own...it was a pity that she had learned about his syphilis before the marriage, of course--it would have been helpful if she had caught Darnley's terminal disease from him--but that had been the one failure of their scheme.  Now that Darnley was becoming a threat to them, as well, with various hints emerging that he aimed at Elizabeth's throne, along with Mary's, his life was of no further use to them.  It was about time to see how much advantage could be gained from his death. 

In September, around the time of Mary's stay at the Exchequer House, she received a letter from Lennox (who, ever since the Rizzio murder, had been banished from the court.)  He had been unable to persuade his son from his demented plans for leaving Scotland.  He did not know--Darnley, it is clear, did not know himself--exactly where he would go or what he would do.  Lennox was genuinely alarmed.  He was having an increasingly hard time dealing with his son, and feared what might happen if he were out of his reach entirely.  Besides, if Darnley left the country, he would be abandoning the game entirely.  He believed that they had not finished with Mary, yet.  Not knowing what else to do, Lennox wrote to Mary herself, warning her of Darnley's plans. 

Mary was equally disturbed by the news, but for different reasons.  As much as she longed for Darnley to get out of her life and stay out, she knew it would create disaster if he did so at this time.  If he openly deserted both her and "their" son now, before James was christened, the scandal would be enormous.  It would be interpreted as him publicly disowning the boy.  It would revive in spades all the old doubts about the child's legitimacy.  She could not afford to let that happen. 

Also, like Lennox, she had no idea what Darnley might do outside of Scotland, where he would not be under her jurisdiction at all.  She well knew he was capable of anything.  Mary could just picture him wandering about as Europe's most famous vagrant, blackening her name to everyone he saw, encouraging every crackpot in the world to plot against her, telling them Lord only knew what about their marriage...and the child... 

Immediately after receiving the letter, Mary got word that Darnley himself was coming to Edinburgh.  The night of September 29, when Mary was at Holyrood, conferring with  her Council about how this latest Darnley crisis was to be managed, she was notified that her husband was outside the gates, but was declining to enter. 

It is not easy to see what, exactly, Darnley thought he was doing.  One can never rationally analyze the irrational.  Possibly, hoping he had put a scare into Mary with his threats of flight, he had arrived to inspect the results.  Or, possibly, realizing that he would not know what to do on his own, he wanted to see if Mary was willing to make it worth his while to stay around.  Or, most likely, he simply was not thinking at all by this time.  Mary went out to see him.  When he heard the other Lords were there, he refused to come inside.  He also refused to tell her why he was there and what he planned to do.  Mary, assuring him that the other nobles would be kept well away from him, finally persuaded him to come inside so they could discuss the matter.  In private, she questioned him about this mysterious trip he had planned, but he stubbornly refused to say anything about the matter.  The next day, she informed her Council of her failure to either pry information from Darnley or persuade him to remain in Scotland.  They decided to formally interrogate him as a group.  Mary asked the French Ambassador, M. du Croc, to appear as witness. 

Unfortunately, the only accounts we have of this scene are the two strange and seemingly pointless letters that Mary's Council and du Croc sent to Catherine de Medici about the matter.  Why they felt the need to write to Catherine, of all people, is not specified.  Obviously, there was a subtext to the entire incident that has been lost to history.  If these accounts of relatively unimportant events were not actually written in code to conceal the transmission of other information, then it is difficult to comprehend why Mary and these high-level diplomats thought Catherine would be interested in such irrelevant tales of petty private marital discord. 

As Mary and her Council tell it, Mary hauled Darnley in front of the little audience.  The Queen then announced that she had been unable to get a word out of her husband about his plans.  The Council--all full of the most high-minded solicitude, they explained to Catherine--earnestly questioned Darnley why he would wish to deprive them of his society. 

Darnley stood in silence, staring at the floor. 

Mary's ministers advised Darnley to be more grateful for having so wise and virtuous a wife, and asked "why he would wish to relinquish so beautiful a Queen and so noble a realm."11 

The Queen's husband did not reply. 

Mary then turned to her consort and asked him, since he would not open his mind to her in private, to please inform everyone present what grievance he had that made him behave in such a fashion towards her, "and therefore prayed him not to dissemble the occasion of his displeasure, if any he had, nor to spare her in the least matter."12 

Assuming she actually said such a thing, one would give much to see everyone's facial expressions at that point. 

Darnley remained silent.  Finally, valiant to the last, he muttered that he never "intended any voyage or had any discontent."  He was then allowed to go on his way.  Once he was safely out the door, he turned to Mary and said waspishly, "Goodbye, Madam.  You shall not see my face for a long time."  He then jammed his hat on his head and stalked out.  Later that day, from a safe distance away, he wrote Mary a petulant letter "in a sort of disguised style"--evidently some form of cypher--repeating his threats to leave Scotland, and berating Mary for his lack of authority, as well as the fact that "nobody attends him, and that the nobility desert his company."  Mary replied curtly that he had no one to blame for his unhappiness but himself.  His actions--she named the Rizzio conspiracy in particular--had proved that he was unfit to hold any power whatsoever, and his unpopularity was his own doing as well, as he could not expect anyone to love someone so obviously unlovable. 13 

Du Croc, in October, recorded how Darnley was in a particularly petulant and dangerous mood.  The Ambassador, tiring of Darnley's constant complaints to him, finally asked Mary's consort what, precisely, he wanted.  Darnley replied, "I want to fill the same position that I did when I was first married."  "That is quite impossible," du Croc retorted.  "You ought to have kept the place when you had it.  You have offended the Queen, and you cannot expect she will give you power again.  You ought to think yourself very fortunate that she honors you as she does, treating you as her husband, and providing you and your house with everything."  After a similar interview, du Croc added, "I see that he does not realize his position...There are two things that, in my opinion, cause him to despair:  The first is the reconciliation of the Queen with the Lords, which makes him jealous, because the latter pay more court to the Queen than to him; and, as he is haughty and proud, he does not like foreigners to see this; the second is that he knows that the person who may come from the Queen of England to be present at the baptism will take no notice of him, and he is afraid of receiving a slight.  If he were well advised he would not presume too far, and he would avoid the trouble in which he now is." 14 

Perhaps du Croc was wrong.  Perhaps Darnley realized his position all too well.  He, along with the other participants in this odd situation, realized that no one would bestow upon him the rights, privileges, and deference to which the husband of the Queen would be entitled.  Too many people took this child-man for what he was--an interim expedient whose tenuous grasp of power was not legally guaranteed--as would be the case in any normal marriage--but rather, was derived solely from the good graces of the Queen. 

The woman who could destroy this "haughty and proud" supplicant at will, who could cut him off from the wealth and position he had so thoroughly learned to relish, who tormented him with what he saw as her capricious favor, was the only impediment to Darnley's secure acquisition of power.  If he could dispose of her, Darnley would be his own man.  He would, he felt, be King. 

Mary, unfortunately, ignored Darnley.  Whatever exactly had happened at their September meeting--and one just gets a notion that the Council and du Croc left much unsaid--it had served its purpose for her.  Whatever Darnley did in the future, it was at least on record, with a foreign envoy as witness, that he could make no complaint with her behavior.  Her Council, on the other hand, realized Darnley could not be ignored forever.  After he departed, another meeting was held, with Moray, Lethington, the Earl of Argyll, Bothwell, Huntly, and Atholl.  This odd assortment of nobles all signed a bond, swearing loyalty to the Queen, and vowing not to recognize Darnley’s authority in any way.  They were, in effect, deposing him as even a nominal King.  Later, other nobles who had worked against Mary in the past were also induced to sign.15 Bothwell, and Mary’s other friends, evidently believed this would forestall any more “Rizzio conspiracies,” with the Queen’s enemies using Darnley as their front man.  They were wrong. 

Bothwell, for his part, appears to have added his large, elegant-looking signature to this seemingly innocuous document and then dismissed it from his mind.  He had other things to attend to.  Back in August, the Earl of Bedford, an English Border agent, wrote, "I have heard that there is a device working for the Earl of Bothwell, the particulars of which I might have heard, but because such dealings like me not, I desire to hear no farther thereof.  Bothwell has grown of late so hated he cannot long continue.  He beareth all the sway; and though Moray be there, and has good words, yet he can do nothing."16 

Moray does not seem to have been quite as powerless as Bedford indicated.  As noted earlier, he had, during the summer of 1566, spearheaded a plot to ship the Rizzio murderers, still skulking in England, back to Scotland.  (One of Elizabeth's agents noted of the exiles that "many were like to venture all for their relief.")17 Bedford’s comment implies that Bothwell’s murder was now seen as an important prerequisite for the coup’s success.  The Border outlaws, who hated Bothwell for his efficiency as the realm's chief law enforcement official, would be eager to accept the commission to assassinate him. 

Moray had further reasons for stirring up trouble on the Border.  It helped to obscure some of his recent activities.  One William Kerr, the elderly Abbot of Kelso, had just been murdered by some of his own kinsmen in a particularly unpleasant fashion--they beheaded him and chopped off all his limbs.  It was said this had been done on Moray's orders.  The Abbot had been unwise enough to let it be known that he had information compromising the Earl of Glencairn, who had recently been pardoned along with his associate in the Chaseabout Raid and the Rizzio Conspiracy, the Earl of Moray.  Everyone believed the murder was Moray's way of ensuring that this information remained untold. 

As Lieutenant of the Border, it was Bothwell's duty to ride against the Kerrs and punish them for their lack of proper family affection.  However, he knew unusual measures were called for.  (It was said that if he came to the Borders, he would find “but a homely welcome and a worse farewell.“)18 To counter the Queen‘s enemies, a clean sweep of the area would be necessary.  This could best be done when the long-delayed Royal Justice Court was finally held there.  It would be a good time for the Queen to show herself to the locals, while the Assizes would demonstrate her determination to see law and order established.  Bothwell would round up the criminals, and she would try them. 

Mary thought it an excellent idea.  It was arranged that, in early October, she would preside at the Border Assizes, and, after the court session was over, Bothwell would lead her on an official public tour of the region, thus making herself a more familiar figure to the most lawless and turbulent region of her wild country.  Perhaps the sight of their Queen would have a taming effect on them.  Accordingly, at the beginning of the month, Mary set out for Jedburgh, where the Assizes was to be held.  She had already rented a house there for the session.  Bothwell had gone on ahead, arresting all the local wrongdoers for trial. 

At about this time, Du Croc recorded that "the Queen is beloved, esteemed, and honored,"19 and, indeed, she was greeted warmly everywhere she went.  Mary's beauty, glamor, and friendly, approachable manner had made her very popular with the people, whatever problems she had with her nobles, and now that she had also provided Scotland with an heir, one who was likely to inherit the English throne as well, their pleasure with their Queen knew no bounds.  The outdoor exercise, that had always been such a necessity for both her physical and emotional well-being, plus her subjects' obvious affection for her, no doubt served to lift Mary's spirits considerably.  Probably, also, the prospect of a visit to Bothwell's Border territories, far from the uncongenial atmosphere of Edinburgh and the court, served to brighten her mood, as well.  Before she reached Jedburgh, she was met by some news. 

Lord Bothwell, she was told, had been seriously injured in a Border affray.  He was not expected to live.
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-Twenty Three-
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The true circumstances under which Bothwell nearly lost his life will never be known.  He himself seems to have never mentioned the matter afterwards.  As there were no known witnesses to his attack, we cannot say for sure what the real story was. 

The tale told by historians ever since says that Bothwell and his men had ridden out in pursuit of Jock Elliott, a well-known outlaw.  Elliott, knowing of their approach, made a run for it.  In his pursuit of the miscreant, Bothwell rode far ahead of the others, well out of their sight.  When they finally caught up, the men found their leader lying on the ground, cold, covered in blood from at least three frightful-looking wounds on his head and body, and, as far as they could tell, dead or nearly so.  Elliott's body was discovered a short distance away.  (There is, oddly, disagreement amongst contemporary sources whether Elliott survived this encounter, but he most likely did not.) 

The story claims that when Bothwell encountered Elliott, the outlaw asked if he would spare his life.  Bothwell replied that if the Court freed Elliott, he would accept that, but the fugitive must submit to the Queen's justice.  With that, Elliott attempted to escape, whereupon Bothwell shot him.  When Bothwell dismounted to take Elliott into custody, he stumbled in the marshy ground and fell, which left him momentarily stunned.  Elliott, who was only wounded in the leg, attacked Bothwell with his sword.  Before he lost consciousness, however, Bothwell managed to stab his adversary several times in the chest. 

Now, this colorful and suspiciously detailed story (and its origin is completely unknown) has been accepted unthinkingly by every historian who has addressed the incident.  However, there is too much that is unsatisfactory about the account.  It has the ring of somebody's cover story. 

How could all this have happened in the short time that Bothwell was separated from his men, particularly since there had been time for Bothwell to utterly collapse from loss of blood and the resultant shock?  How did the two men manage to wound each other so severely? 

Is it not odd, that Bothwell, renowned as one of the best soldiers in Scotland, an experienced fighter who had spent years in the region, should "just happen" to lose his footing long enough for his already wounded opponent to very nearly kill him?   Was it only by chance that the Earl of Morton, still banished for his role in the Rizzio murder, had surrepititiously crept across the Border, and was, at this very time, lurking in the nearby district of Cessford? 

And, finally, is it merely coincidental that this should happen precisely when the powers-that-be in two countries particularly wished to see Bothwell dead? 

What seems far more credible than the accepted story is that the attack on Bothwell was not a random encounter with one man, but a carefully planned, large-scale ambush--the “device“ hinted at by Bedford.  In all probability, Elliott was a mere decoy, used to lure Bothwell to a lonely spot on the moors, where an entire gang of killers was hiding in waiting for him.  They caught him off-guard, while he was busy dealing with Elliott, attacked him en masse, and left him for dead. 

Bothwell's men soon realized that he was not dead after all, but unconscious and obviously badly injured.  They quickly made a makeshift stretcher for him and carried him back to the Hermitage to see what could be done for him. 

They found an unpleasant surprise waiting for them there.  In their absence, some of the criminals who were already imprisoned in the Hermitage's dungeons, awaiting their trial, had managed to escape.  (Was this a mere coincidence, as well?  It seems unlikely.)  The prisoners had taken over the castle, and were refusing to let them in. 

Bothwell's men were anxious to get medical attention for him.  There was no time to fight the matter out.  They finally agreed to let the prisoners go on their way, in exchange for a peaceful handing-over of the Hermitage. 

Bothwell, on examination, was found to be injured in his torso, his left arm, and his head. 

The news immediately spread as far as London that he was dead.  (Again, a suspicious detail.  How did Elizabeth and her ministers receive word so quickly that Bothwell was dead?...Unless they were being told of an event they themselves had helped to orchestrate?) 

The Spanish Ambassador in London wrote to King Philip, in reference to Mary, "The Queen has lost a man she could trust, of whom she has but few."1 

In truth, she had not lost Bothwell...yet.  Although his condition remained grave, he was revived some time after reaching the Hermitage.  While his enemies eagerly spread the word throughout Britain that he was dead, or nearly so, another message appears to have soon been dispatched to the Queen, to reassure her that the Earl's injuries were likely not mortal. 

This second messenger probably reached Mary soon after she had rushed to Jedburgh, desperate for further news of what had happened.  Even if she had no personal ties to Bothwell, his death would have been a disaster for her--as du Croc afterwards pointed out, "his loss to her would have been great." 2 

We are not told precisely what she said and did when she first heard the news--there are only later, offhand reports by members of her entourage, commenting on Mary's great relief over Bothwell's recovery.  Mary herself later referred to her feelings over the incident in the Casket Letter poetry: 


  "You nearly died before our love had birth

    And terror seized upon my heart and head

    Both for the love I bore you and the dread

    Of losing my sole rampart on this earth."


  


Once she arrived at Jedburgh, and was assured of Bothwell's recovery, it was time for her to preside over the Assizes, now, unfortunately, sadly depleted of prisoners, thanks to the mass escape from the Hermitage.


By the time Mary's duties at the Justice Court were over, Bothwell had recovered sufficiently to have visitors.  She announced her intention to ride to the Hermitage and see for herself how her Lieutenant was faring. 

The idea likely did not inspire any great enthusiasm among her entourage.  (Particularly Moray, one imagines.  His emotions, when he heard of how his old enemy had once again foiled him must have been pitiful to see.)  The Hermitage was over twenty-five miles away, over largely uninhabited and wild countryside that was swarming with criminals.  Plus, as the Hermitage was a mere Border fortress, there would be no accommodations for Mary and her companions to spend the night, meaning they would have to make the entire round-trip journey in one day. 

Mary, however, was undaunted.  She would ride to the Hermitage first thing in the morning. 

This visit of Mary's seems, for some reason, to send Mary's "defenders" into a particular state of hysteria.  One senses they would much prefer to be able to deny it ever happened at all.  As that is beyond even their ingenuity, they instead seek to make this action of Mary's as trivial and impersonal as possible, not seeming to realize that their verbose efforts to this end only serve as acknowledgments of what it reveals about Mary's relationship with Bothwell. 

In a rare demonstration of unanimity, Mary's biographical self-proclaimed "defenders" all present one explanation for her actions; that is, it was nothing other than a pure business visit, urged upon Mary by her ministers for the purpose of having Bothwell discuss Border affairs with her. 

However, even if one goes along with the inference that Bothwell knew things about Border dealings that no one else in Scotland did, there certainly was no pressing hurry to wring this unspecified, but supposedly all-important information from a badly injured man.  And why would it be necessary for Mary to go to the great trouble of making a strenuous, hazardous, fifty-mile journey to get it in person, instead of sending a messenger or one of her advisors?  Was the Queen herself expected to take over as Lieutenant of the Border? 

This is one of the more notorious cases of how the usual misconception of Bothwell as a sinister stage villain leads Mary's biographers into some very odd territories, and forces them to argue as if day was night.  Take away the myth that Bothwell was a low, uncivilized beast that any self-respecting woman would shun, and, suddenly, all becomes quite simple.  Mary, having undergone the trauma of nearly losing both her most able ally and the man she loved, in one blow, had a natural need, at the first available opportunity, to see him.  That is hardly something that anyone who wishes to defend Mary's memory needs to either deny or explain away. 

As it was necessary for the Queen and her companions on this trip (it is not clear who accompanied her,) to return to Jedburgh before dark, Mary's visit to the Hermitage was brief.  She stayed by Bothwell's bedside for two hours ("to Bothwell's great pleasure and content" as one of Cecil's agents reported.)3 Before she departed, it was arranged that he should come to Jedburgh as soon as he could be carried in a litter, to finish his convalescence there. 

Mary's return trip did not go well.  There were no real roads or paths in the area to guide travelers, and legend has it that Mary’s horse fell into a bog, (henceforth known as “the Queen’s Mire,”) where she lost a spur.  They did not reach Jedburgh until the end of the day.  That evening, she wrote a letter to Bothwell that she sent, along with some other papers, probably dealing with the Assizes, to Hermitage the next morning.  (This fact, incidentally, illustrates that there had been no need for Mary to visit Bothwell in person, other than her own personal wish to do so.) 

The day following her return, she was seized with the most serious illness of her life.  For a period of a day or two, Mary, as Bothwell had been, was written off for dead.  She was, in fact, to have milder versions of a similar sickness at several later periods in her life.  (She herself always referred to these episodes as recurrences of her "Jedburgh illness.") 

Her symptoms were strange and extremely alarming.  She vomited continuously, went into convulsions, and lapsed into unconsciousness.  Her body became so cold and stiff that she was believed to be dead. 

Despite one or two relapses, the worst of her sickness was over after about two weeks, although she remained weak and ill for some time afterwards. 

The exact nature of this illness is not much clearer now than it was then.  Some have attributed her illness to a combination of several factors:  Her long, arduous ride to the Hermitage, coupled with her anxiety over Bothwell and her ongoing torment about her impossible marriage.  Many of her more knowledgable contemporaries, however, well aware of the Queen's dangerous enemies, were certain that her dramatic collapse was no accident of nature.  “By whom and with what design this great wickedness has been perpetrated”--so the Venetian Ambassador pointedly described Mary’s illness--”your Serenity, who remembers past affairs, may form your own judgment.”4 

Modern-day physicians usually diagnose her collapse as an ulcer attack.  Mary had, for some time past, intermittently suffered from sharp, at times agonizing, pains in her 
  left side.  It has been suggested that this was an ulcer, and that the particularly severe combination of her various stresses brought on an internal hemorrhage.  However, her mysterious "pain in her side," particularly since it was on her lower left side and was worse during periods of particular emotional stress, had symptoms more indicative of a spastic colon.  (Her digestion had always been poor.) 

It must also be noted that one current theory suggests that she suffered from porphyria.  Ever since George III was "diagnosed" with the disease some years ago, it has become fashionable to attribute this ailment to every ache and pain suffered by virtually every member of European royalty.  (One book diagnosed Alfred the Great as a sufferer!)  The disease, in fact, was devised and prescribed as a remedy for prickly questions about royal paternity and nonexistent blood bonds.  It was a gigantic fraud. 

History routinely inflicts abuses on the departed who can no longer defend themselves.  Some of the most offensive and destructive atrocities are the psychological and physical autopsies done without benefit of concrete evidence of any kind.  The unethical and unreliable practice of diagnosing dead people based on nothing more than hearsay symptoms reached an apotheosis, it might be argued, with the branding of King George III as a victim of the supposedly hereditary disease of porphyria, a word which comes from the Greek, meaning "purple."  The so-called "madness of King George" was said to have resulted from the disease which some historians trace back to Mary.  Both he and Mary were, after all, afflicted with symptoms of disease. 

Porphyria, however, is not really a disease at all; it is a descriptive label for the colorful--purple--manifestations of a malfunction in the biosynthesis of porphyrins, which are components of hemoglobin, necessary for respiratory function in all living things.  We all have porphyrins, and we are all subject to environmentally induced malfunctions in their synthesis. 

Evidently, if enzymes required for their synthesis are inefficient, if their activity is reduced--for any number of reasons--the chemical reaction which combines heme (the home of porphyrins) with globin is impaired, causing porphyrins to spill out and become blocked in the cells.  Researchers have found that this reduction in enzyme activity, attributed to a hereditary genetic defect in Mary and George III, may be commonly caused by environmental toxins, such as lead, which, when used in utensils, or storage containers, (especially with highly acidic substances like sauerkraut or lemonade--which happened to be George's favorite foods,) or apple presses for making cider, was responsible for outbreaks of sickness, insanity, and death in many regions of the world throughout history. 

In addition, George III was heavily dosed by his physicians with opium and tartar emetic--a poison that contains high amounts of lead.  Also, efforts may have been made to decrease his natural life span with other, more secret poisons as well.  His final illness coincided with the death of one of his sons and near-death of another.  Although George IV survived this episode, he suffered serious symptoms to the end of his life.  He, and the royals who followed him, indulged recklessly in the medicinal use of opium, and, eventually, morphine, cocaine, arsenic, heroin, and various other highly toxic drugs.  The crowned heads of Europe ruled for generations carrying the heavy burden of addiction. 

Instead of abandoning the concept of porphyria as a disease, and accepting it as nothing more than a label for the excretion of the accumulated purple porphyrins in either urine or feces (a crucial symptom that, significantly, neither Mary nor any of the other royals had,) researchers embraced lead poisoning as merely one form of the disease porphyria.  Arsenic, like lead, also interferes with the biosynthesis of hemoglobins; it also produces many of the symptoms exhibited by George and Mary.  (Including George's "insanity.")  Tests on a deceased victim of strychnine poisoning even revealed a purple residue in the intestines.  Would researchers be so bold as to suggest, for instance, that a husband poisoned by his wife with liberal doses of strychnine in his coffee tragically succumbed to porphyria? 

No historian has come up with a condition that satisfactorily explains all Mary's symptoms.  Virtually the only explanation that does is one that, for some strange reason, has been completely dismissed by all her biographers, even though it was the solution that, judging by later events,  Mary herself believed:  Arsenic poisoning. 

It was probably, ironically enough, the sheer amount of poison consumed that spared her life.  Poisoning is an inexact science.  If the victim is given too small a dose, he or she survives.  If the dose is too large, however, (particularly with an already damaged intestinal system, like Mary's,) it is frequently vomited up before a lethal amount can be absorbed into the system.  The latter apparently happened in Mary's case, leading to the first sign of her illness--prolonged and uncontrollable vomiting, which later included the vomiting of blood.  This, along with the purgatives administered by her doctors, expelled enough poison to save her. 

All of her recorded symptoms--protracted and bloody vomiting, convulsions, agonizing pain, muscular cramps, her lapses into unconsciousness, the coldness of her limbs and the profuse sweating, even her temporary sensory disturbances--are absolute textbook signs of arsenic poisoning.  (Arsenic can also give the sufferer feelings of agitation, anxiety, depression, apathy, even dementia--all of which have been labeled as porphyria symptoms.) 

This also explains the poor health she suffered afterwards.  Arsenic attacks every part of the body, and the effects are chronic.  For years after, Mary suffered from bouts of nausea, muscle weakness, vomiting of "phlegm," edema, and severe headaches.  These are, again, all attributable to the effects of arsenicosis, compounded by her spastic colon.  (Symptoms of both chronic arsenic toxicity and spastic colon--abdominal pain, bloating, flatulence, diarrhea, constipation, nausea, vomiting, migraine, muscle weakness, depression, anxiety, among others--have all been misidentified as signs of porphyria.) 

Yet another complication was the fact that in 1556, when she was thirteen, she fell gravely ill with malaria.  Before the modern-day treatments for the disease were discovered, the after-effects of malaria were lingering and serious.  The ailment probably left her with anemia (which would help account for her subsequent fainting fits,) as well as damage to the liver and spleen, and lifelong recurrent fevers.  Probable injuries to her back and neck from several riding accidents likely further undermined what little health she had left. 

Her illness was definitely not porphyria.  Even aside from the fact that porphyria is hardly a disease at all, she never had the discolored urine or extreme skin sensitivity that are supposedly hallmarks of the disorder.  Also, it is claimed that porphyria affects the mind.  No one who knew Mary ever suggested that, sick or well, happy or depressed, she was anything other than completely sane and rational.  (This, rather desperately, has tried to be explained with the statement that Mary had a mild case of porphyria.)  A leading expert in the porphyrias, Dr. Geoffrey Dean, has openly rebutted claims that Mary--or George III, for that matter--had the disease, noting that "just as acute porphyria could mimic other disorders the reverse was also true."5 Porphyria--such as it is--does not explain her symptoms at Jedburgh.  Only poisoning adequately does that. 

As further proof that Mary was poisoned, it must also be noted that it seems rather too coincidental that both Mary and her right-hand man, Bothwell, nearly died at around the same time.  As was noted earlier, we know for certain that there was a plan afoot to assassinate Bothwell, in order to facilitate a coup in Scotland.  Does it not make sense that, at the same time, efforts would be made to kill Mary, as well?  With Bothwell murdered, or, at least, incapacitated, and Mary dead, Scotland would be the easiest of pickings for England and its allies in Mary's kingdom. 

It would hardly be surprising for her to have been a poisoning victim.  Seldom, if ever, in history has a woman been a more likely poisonee throughout her life.  From the time she was a child, there had been several known serious plots to poison her.  Particularly now that she had produced an heir as an "alternative candidate" for her throne, there was scarcely a prominent soul in Scotland or England, except Bothwell, who did not have a reason for wanting her dead.  In addition, there was the fact that the 16th century was an acknowledged "Golden Age" of poisoning, when people openly boasted about their (or their personal physician's) expertise in such matters and practitioners swapped poisoning tips as if they were cookie recipes. 

It cannot be argued that if anyone was a candidate for "a certain dose," in that toxic era, it was Mary.  Really, it would have been astonishing if there had not been attempts of that nature.  At the end of her life, in fact, it is the unavoidable truth that Elizabeth sought to have Mary secretly murdered, rather than bear the responsibility of her open execution.  Can we honestly believe that was the first time such an expedient had been considered? 

There is yet another aspect of Mary's illness that has been overlooked:  The "deathbed statements" we are told she made.  As Mary, along with everyone else, was convinced she was dying, these were what she believed would be her final words to the world.  After making what she thought was her last confession, she summoned the nobles present to her bedside, begging them, when she was dead, "to keep love, unity, and charity among themselves, rehearsing what great goodness comes of unity and concord, and by the contrary, of discord, all desolations."  She also asked them to take care of James, who was then four months old.  She implored them "not to suffer him to take any evil conditions which may fall to him through his father, mother, or any of his natural parents."6 

These peculiar words become quite clear when their context is understood.  Mary realized the dreadful spot her adopted son would be in if she died, and so she beseeched her nobles not to let him suffer for being in a position that was no fault of his own.  Protect him, she was asking, from the consequences of the actions of his father and mother--and his "natural parents." 

During his wife's fight for life, Darnley was somewhere in Western Scotland with his father, hunting.  There is not the slightest evidence that either he or Lennox felt any concern for Mary's sufferings, but when they heard of her illness, they felt it was necessary for him to make the trip to Jedburgh.  If Mary died--O happy day!--it was essential Darnley be on hand to take the reins of power--in the name of his infant son, of course.  Besides, for form's sake, it was essential for the world to see him paying attendance on his ailing spouse. 

Darnley arrived at Mary's house in Jedburgh about two weeks after the start of her illness.  Their reunion does not seem to have been a pleasant one.  Evidently, when Mary heard he was on his way, she understandably instructed her household to treat Darnley with the coldness and indifference he deserved--indeed, they were to pay no attention to him at all.7 He spent an uncomfortable night in Jedburgh--having found lodgings for the night only with some difficulty, especially now that Bothwell had rejoined Mary's entourage--and departed the next morning in his usual state of high dudgeon. 

Mary and Bothwell remained in Jedburgh several more weeks, until they were both able to begin her long-delayed tour of the Borders. 

Bothwell's injured arm was still giving him some trouble, but otherwise he appeared to have made a good recovery from his attack. 

Mary, on the other hand, was still listless and deeply depressed.  The combination of the lingering effects of her illness and the emotional shock of her and Bothwell's near-simultaneous brushes with death had, for the moment, utterly taken the fight out of her.  It is clear, from her subsequent intensified paranoia regarding her personal safety (particularly her specific fear of any further poisoning attempts,) that she believed they had both been the targets of deliberate, pre-meditated attempts to kill them, and the realization of just how lethal their enemies could be thoroughly disheartened her. 

And, of course, there was always Darnley.  Out of sight, but definitely not out of mind.  His presence hung over Mary (indeed, all Scotland) like a suffocating fog.  Life with him seemed unendurable, but to be rid of him seemed unmanageable. 

"It is a heartbreak to her to think he should be her husband," Lethington wrote to Mary's French Ambassador, adding that Mary saw "no outgate."8 

Du Croc, on the same topic, to the same correspondent, also wrote that the Queen "is in the hands of her physicians, and I do assure you is not at all well; and I do believe the principal part of her disease to consist in deep grief and sorrow, nor does it seem possible to make her forget the same; still she repeats the words, 'I could wish to be dead!'  You know very well that the injury her Majesty hath received is very great, and she can never forget it...To speak my mind freely to you, (but I beg you not to repeat it to my prejudice,) I do not expect, upon several accounts, any good understanding between them [Mary and Darnley] unless God especially put His hand in it.  I shall only name two reasons against it:  the first is, the King will never humble himself as he ought; the other, that the Queen cannot perceive him speaking with any nobleman but presently she suspects some plot among them." 

Several weeks later, the envoy was even more pessimistic, writing of Darnley that "His bad deportment is incurable, nor can there be any good expected from him, for several reasons, which I might tell you were I present with you [Darnley's syphilis?]...I cannot pretend to tell how it all may turn out, but I will say that matters cannot subsist long as they are without being accompanied by many bad results."9 

Mary and her entourage finally settled, in mid-November, at Craigmillar Castle.  According to one later account, she had recently received a mysterious letter from Darnley.  Precisely what it said is unknown.  (It undoubtedly contained nothing that Mary wanted the world to see.)  We are only told that it inspired her to declare that, sooner than endure any more of her wretched situation, she would kill herself! 

This seemed to be all the cue her Council required.  Not long before James' baptism, they gathered with Mary for a private meeting that later became known as the "Craigmillar Conference."  The Queen's leading advisors--evidently at the instigation of Lethington--wished to make her a simple offer:  In exchange for her pardoning the nobles who had been exiled for their guilt in the Rizzio conspiracy, her ministers would find a way to free her from her universally intolerable consort--to find Mary her "outgate." 

This is unquestionably one of those scenes in history that could only be assessed fairly if one had a clear, accurate tape recording of the entire conversation.  Failing that, the historian is in basically the same position as a legally blind person in an art gallery--feeling around for rough outlines but missing the nuances of form and color. 

Our main account of this fateful conference comes from Mary herself, written many months later, when she was a prisoner in England.  Its purpose was to counter the accusations being made by Moray and his faction that Mary had given her approval for Darnley's murder.  In rebuttal, she commissioned an account of this Craigmillar meeting, in the form of an affidavit to be signed by Huntly and Argyll (who attended the conference.)  The point of this affidavit was to deny that Mary had made such an agreement, instead putting all the blame for the murder on Moray and Lethington.  (With Mary's habitual bad luck, this document never reached the two earls.  It was intercepted by Cecil before it reached Scotland, and wound up in his own files.) 

Mary, admittedly, can hardly be called an objective source.  It is also unquestionable that Mary, when her back was against the wall, was quite capable of saying or writing anything.  Yet, manipulative and opportunistic as she was, there was still a fundamental honesty, of a sort, about her.  Mary's preferred style was usually the lawyer-like manipulation of words, the crafty evasion, and the sphinx-like silence, rather than the flat-out lie.  Actually, once one is able to crack the code of her own peculiar way with words, her statements are generally quite easy to understand.  In the case of this document dealing with the Craigmillar conference, its basic description of the event--behind the frequent verbal smokescreens--is probably reasonably accurate. 

In brief, its version of events is that, while Mary and Bothwell were discussing nothing more drastic than divorce, Lethington was busily dropping sinister hints of a more "till death do they part" nature.  Lethington commented sardonically that Moray, for his part, would be happy to "look through his fingers" at whatever was done.  (This phrase, incidentally, was such a perfect description of Moray's character that it has practically become his epitaph.) 

The account declared that Mary warily refused to give her assent to any specific plan regarding her husband.  She told her Council that "I will that you do nothing by which any spot may be laid to my honor or conscience," adding her concern that, "you believing to do me service may possibly turn to my hurt and displeasure."  Lethington soothingly, if enigmatically, assured her to “let us guide the matter amongst us, and your Grace shall see nothing but good, and approved by Parliament.” 

The document ended with the blunt statement, "So after the premises, the murder of the said Henry Stewart following, we judge in our consciences, and held for certain and truth, that the said Earl of Moray and Secretary Lethington were authors, inventors, devisers, counselors, and causers of the said murder, in what manner or by whatsoever persons the same was executed." 

Although this document did not reach its destination, Huntly and Argyll eventually put their names to another account of the Conference drawn up by Mary's allies, giving essentially the same description of the meeting.  This second affidavit says merely that "They caused make offers to our Sovereign Lady, if her Grace would give remission to them that were banished at that time, to find causes of divorce, either for consanguinity, in respect they alleged the dispensation was not published, else for adultery; or to get him convicted of treason, because he consented to her Grace's retention in ward; or what other ways to dispatch him; which altogether her Grace refused, as is manifestly known."10 

To sum up, while Mary, by her allies' own account, was not ignorant of the fact that at least some of her Councilors were contemplating extreme measures, she defended herself by saying that it was no plot of either hers or Bothwell's.  This seems fair enough.  She would have been an utter fool not to know that her countrymen knew only one way of dealing with men of Darnley's caliber.  She also would have been an utter fool not to feel a lack of incentive to stop them.  But she would have been the biggest fool of all if she had allowed herself to become involved in such plans. 

Rumors, from this period on, flew thick and fast in Scotland, like a swarm of tiny, biting mosquitoes.  Few seemed to have a clear idea what was happening in the country, but there was an ominous sense of strange and terrible plans afoot. 

No one was sure exactly what was intended for Darnley, but no sane life insurance salesman would have gone near him.  It was recorded by a foreign diplomat that some (unnamed) men attempted to induce Mary to explicitly give them permission to form a plot against Darnley, but as Mary was not the complete fool they obviously believed she was--as if she would give anyone this ammunition to later use against her!--she refused. 

There was also talk of arresting Darnley for his numerous crimes against the Queen, (it is possible that this was what Lethington was referring to at Craigmillar when he spoke of ridding Mary of Darnley in a way that would be “approved by Parliament,“) but James' upcoming baptism, Lennox later claimed, forced them to delay such a scheme.11 It would hardly do to ruin such an important event, with all sorts of foreign dignitaries in attendance, by a scandalous arrest of the child's reputed father.  While the matter was debated, it seems to have been decided not to act at all against him, at least until after the christening ceremonies. 

As far as Darnley's activities were concerned, stories reached Mary's ears that her husband and his father were now planning to kidnap James, dethrone and imprison her--or worse--and crown the child as King, with Darnley acting as Regent. 

She did not doubt that Darnley and Lennox were at least longing to do something of the sort, but it was difficult to ascertain what exactly was planned by whom, and when.  Mary was on her guard--she took the precaution, in January, of bringing James from Stirling to Holyrood where he could be more closely guarded--but she hoped it was just more of her consort's crazed, futile babblings.  She did not think either Darnley or Lennox had the enterprise, courage, or brains to actually pull off such a scheme without help from more talented traitors.  And who in Scotland was desperate enough to plot with such a pair of untrustworthy losers? 

No one in Scotland, perhaps.  She did not seem to be considering England. 

Bothwell was having no more success in tracking down the truth behind the ominous rumors.  He sensed trouble in the air, and his inability to discover precisely what it was probably disturbed him more than anything.  He was clearly still angry with himself for having been in the dark about the Rizzio conspiracy until it was too late.  For the moment, he settled for keeping a strong guard around the Queen at all times, and sent his own spies afoot to keep him as well-informed as possible. 

One of these spies may well have been none other than Mary Fleming.  She was, it will be recalled, Mary's blood relative, the favorite of her maids-of-honor--her "Maries"--the long time sweetheart of Lethington's...and a friend, not to mention a cousin, of Bothwell's. 

No historian seems to notice what an unusual position Fleming was in. Lethington's courtship and her relation to both Mary and Bothwell gave her, you might say, a foot in each camp.  It is unlikely that this was missed by anyone at the time. 

Lethington's long, and, for years, unproductive, wooing of Fleming was seen as a joke to everyone at court.  This middle-aged, unattractive cold fish pursuing a beautiful young girl?  What on earth could she possibly see in him, particularly as he was not even loyal to her beloved mistress, the Queen, to whom--no one argues this--Fleming was completely devoted?  What could possibly bring the two of them together? 

There seems to be one strong force that would attract this seemingly ridiculously-matched pair.  That is, the mutual desire, not for each other, but for the "inside information" they felt they could get. 

Lethington--an opportunist always looking for ways to seize power for himself--would certainly see an ideal vehicle for self-advancement in the Queen's dear friend since girlhood.  Fleming, he figured, could tell him everything he needed to know about Mary. 

But what if Fleming was, all along, turning the tables on him?  What if, instead of giving him information on the Queen, she was keeping Mary and Bothwell informed about him?  What if she was, in short, a double agent?  Since Lethington was regarded as the "brains" of the enemy camp, it would certainly benefit Mary to be kept well aware of his most private doings.  Indeed, it seems obvious that, on occasion, Mary and Bothwell were warned ahead of time about certain of Lethington's actions--actions that only someone with a very close association with him, such as Fleming, could possibly have known. 

There was certainly enough going on, at this juncture, to warrant the use of spies in high places.  For the moment, however, all skullduggery was put on temporary hold for the christening of Scotland's heir, Prince James, in mid-December.  This universal truce was accomplished not, it must be said, out of any sense of reverence for the occasion.  Rather, it had to do with the fact that a large number of foreign dignitaries and envoys were coming to Scotland for the event.  No one had anything planned that could easily be performed in front of an international array of witnesses. 

The strangely long-delayed christening, which took place at Stirling Castle, was part of a week-long series of festivities.  Banquets, games, masques, balls, even fireworks were to take place.  The whole event was of the greatest importance to Mary.  Considering all the ugly publicity she and her kingdom had been getting of late, she saw it as vital that her foreign guests believed that Scotland was capable of being as dignified and civilized as any country.  With the whole world--particularly England--watching, Mary was determined to make a good impression. 

Her anxiety was not lessened when she discovered that Lennox (who was not invited to the baptism--Mary had banished him from her court ever since the Rizzio murder) had sent men in his employ to Stirling, to attend on Darnley.  Mary, well aware of Darnley‘s latest plans to dethrone her, was said to have quarreled bitterly with him over this.  (The indictments Lennox and her other enemies later produced against Mary admitted that Bothwell suspected these men had been sent to Stirling to kill him, which would certainly explain Mary’s anger.)  To counter any plans that might be afoot, Bothwell, as well as Mary's other friends, had their own retainers to keep an eye on the Lennox forces, which doubtless gave the castle the look of an armed camp. 

Darnley, to Mary's great relief, was at Stirling (he had lately been threatening to boycott the event, which would have been, to say the least, embarrassing to explain.)  However, he went up to his apartments and stayed there.  He would not, he announced, be attending any of the ceremonies.  Even though this was hardly his intention, this declaration probably caused Mary to feel an even greater thankfulness.  From the beginning of their marriage, Darnley had made a specialty of publicly humiliating her, and on such an important occasion--especially one dealing with the very delicate subject of James--she likely feared he might find a way to truly outdo himself.  Having Darnley in the castle was all propriety required.  If he wished to stay up in his rooms, sulking, then all the better.  It was not as if anyone there was thirsting for his company. 

Even in his self-imposed solitude, it was clear that Darnley was doing his best to stir up trouble.  He sent messages to the French Ambassador, and, later, the envoy from Savoy, a close ally of Spain (for some unexplained reason, the latter arrived too late to attend the baptism.)  Darnley wished to speak with them about unknown, but obviously, to his mind at least, greatly important matters.  Mary was adamant that these private meetings not take place.  She did not know what Darnley was up to, but long experience had taught her that it was a certainty she would not like it.  Du Croc was particularly ready to comply with her wishes, going so far as to say that if Darnley came in a room through the front door, he, du Croc, would go out through the back. 

In any sort of normal circumstances, Darnley would have served as host, and arranger of the christening ceremonies.  After all, wasn't he the husband of the Queen?--the father of her child?.  Who else would oversee such an intimate, family-oriented event? 

However, as things in Scotland were, of course, quite far from normal, Mary asked Bothwell to take over Darnley's role.  He made all the arrangements, oversaw the preparations, and served as host to the guests.  It was obvious that Mary intended to display to the world who the true King of Scotland was. 

This caused, as well may be imagined, a certain amount of across-the-board grumbling.  Aside from the eccentricity of putting a Catholic religious ceremony in the hands of a heretic--and a particularly strange heretic, to boot--all the nobles, whatever their religion, were full of jealousy at Bothwell's obvious pre-eminence.  They felt that Mary was deliberately rubbing their noses in the fact that she thought so highly of Bothwell and so little of them.  That this was unquestionably her intention likely did not help matters. 

Aside from these minor tensions (which, by Scottish standards, practically created a scene of blissful harmony,) the week of christening festivities went well.  Bothwell, frequently described by historians as a crude, unmannerly boor, had, in his duties as Lieutenant of the Border and Lord High Admiral, proved himself to be an able administrator.  All accounts of the baptism, even from the most hostile guests at Stirling, indicate that he carried out his responsibilities with diplomatic efficiency. 

One of the few disputes during the week came from an incident precipitated by Mary herself.  Archbishop Hamilton, as the country's leading Catholic clergyman, was the inevitable choice to perform the baptismal rite.  Unfortunately, he evidently suffered from "the pox" (as that unmentionable disease he shared with Darnley was commonly dubbed.)  Mary, as a result, instructed him to omit that part of the ritual requiring him to anoint the child by putting his own spittle onto the infant's lips. 

This was, of course, tampering with Church sacraments, but Mary was firm, bluntly declaring, according to a later account of the affair, that she would not have a "pocky priest" spitting in the child's mouth.  (Are we to believe that she would be so revolted by such a relatively innocuous ritual, while, on the other hand, she would have been willing to engage in conjugal relations with someone suffering from that same disease?) 

A couple of days before Christmas, a grand fireworks show closed out the week of entertainments, and the guests began to depart. 

On Christmas Eve, Mary performed an act that caused much speculation at the time--a speculation that continues to this day.  It was an act that, for the past nine months, Mary had sworn she would never do.  An act which both she and Bothwell had previously held to be utterly unthinkable.  She signed pardons for the Rizzio murderers, still exiled in England.  The entire despicable lot--traitors, murderers, and, ever since Darnley's betrayal of them, his most vengeful enemies--were to be allowed back into Scotland. 

The significance of this event was not lost on Mary's consort, still hiding up in his apartments.  As soon as the baptismal festivities were over, and Darnley had lost the protection of their foreign guests, he secretly stole out of Stirling as fast as his horse could carry him, not stopping until he reached the relative safety of his father's estate in Glasgow.  Once there, it was possible that this terrifying news--he knew as well as anyone that the exiles' first move on their return home would be to settle scores with the man they held  responsible for their banishment--might have finally inspired him to flee the country. 

Before he could do so, fate, as it always did where anything involving Mary was concerned, intervened.  Darnley fell gravely ill, and was bedridden with another syphilitic outbreak.  As he was quickly running out of diseases to hide behind, smallpox--practically the only plausible illness left for him as a label--was announced as his ailment du jour. 

If we only knew for certain why Mary and Bothwell--for it was said to have been the latter’s influence that was decisive in changing Mary’s mind--elected to allow the return of dangerous men who were their enemies, as well as Darnley’s, it would do much to explain her role in Darnley's murder, which came just six weeks later.  Unfortunately, she never, then or later, offered an explanation.  There are a number of possible reasons--probably, it was some combination of all of them that drove her to sign the pardons. 

One idea is that she was hoping the news would drive her husband out of Scotland--as, indeed, it might have but for his untimely illness.  Now that Darnley had attended--in a fashion--James' christening, Mary had no further use for him.  At this point, it may have suited her purposes to appear as the publicly deserted wife. 

It is also possible that, even if Darnley did not leave the country, she thought that the return of his bitter enemies--all of them experienced killers--would serve to keep Darnley in line.  Mary may have hoped that fear for his life would compel him to come to as friendly an agreement with her as possible, in the hope that her royal authority would protect him.  It was not as though keeping Lord Morton and the rest of the exiles out of Scotland was doing Mary much good, anyway.  Despite Bothwell's efforts to guard the Border, he was aware that Morton was still active in Scottish politics, meeting with his allies and stirring up trouble behind Mary's back.  In England, he was out of her jurisdiction.  She and Bothwell may have come to the conclusion that it was best to at least have the exiles where they could be watched, and possibly eventually punished.   We know Mary was facing considerable political pressure, particularly from England, to pardon the exiles, as a gesture of conciliation to the Protestants.  With her dreams of a Catholic revival seemingly dead, she may have felt that attempting a truce with her religious and political opponents was her only hope of safety. 

Finally, the most common explanation for Mary's act must be considered;  the theory that, when Mary signed the pardons, she knew quite well that she was, in effect, signing Darnley's death warrant.  Now that James was baptized, his nominal father had lost, as far as Mary was concerned, his last reason to live.  She no longer had a motive to prevent his death.  And so, this particular theory has it, she either made a tacit quid pro quo with the exiles--their pardons in exchange for Darnley's elimination--or, more simply, Mary decided to let these savage, heartless murderers, all of whom, she knew, thirsted after Darnley's blood, back into Scotland, trusting that nature would soon take its course. 

Although it is unlikely that Mary would have been foolish enough to enter into any actual "deal" with the exiles, it is hard to believe that Mary was ignorant of the direct threat they posed to her consort.  Certainly, everyone else--most particularly Darnley himself--was well aware of it.  And if this were so, how much could Mary be blamed for wishing him dead?  In his two years in Scotland, Darnley had brought her nothing but personal and political hell, even to the point of compelling her to adopt a "fake heir."  He had already led a coup attempt against her, and she knew he was still seeking her death.  And there seemed no way to be rid of him.  Her "sham marriage" plan with Darnley had left Mary trapped.  If Mary asked him to cooperate in the dissolution of their marriage that never was, Darnley would undoubtedly threaten to reveal all, as he would have nothing further to lose.  He could say or do anything.  Besides, Mary had her own reasons for not wanting the truth about their marriage to come out.  Until she had children of her own, it was necessary to continue the public lie that James was not only her child, but a legitimate one, from a canonically valid marriage. 

Despite this concern, it has been speculated that, as was proposed at Craigmillar,  Mary pardoned the exiles in exchange for support in obtaining a quick annulment (she had simultaneously restored Archbishop Hamilton's consistorial powers, although protests from the Protestant party probably forced her to rescind this act soon afterwards.  It has been theorized this restoration was done for the purpose of dissolving her marriage--and perhaps Bothwell‘s as well.)  Then Darnley, stripped of even his public mirage of high rank, would be tried for treason, or, even more tidily, "accidentally" killed while "resisting arrest."  We know that Mary had been asked to give her written consent to such a plan, but, at the time, she evidently declined to do so.  Whether she was permanently dismissing this seemingly eminently practical scheme, or (as is most likely,) merely wishing to postpone it for a more opportune moment, is now unknown. 

There is another consideration.  Mary knew Darnley was suffering from an incurable, progressively debilitating disease.  Assuming it was more merciful than the end he had ordered for Rizzio, she may have seen his murder--judicial or otherwise--as, in his case, an act of kindness.  Better some quick, clean end than a long period of slow, painful rot, undergone by someone who was already hated and shunned by nearly everyone. 

All these factors, however, do not make her a party to murder.  Just because she--along with everyone else in Scotland--knew that Darnley's eventual murder was likely, if not inevitable, it does not mean she ever knew more than that.  For the sake of both her reputation and her conscience, it would have been absolutely imperative for Mary to know nothing of actual murder plans, much less participate in them.  This point cannot be overemphasized, as it is the only way of making sense of a remarkably murky situation:  To actually enter into a murder plot against her husband, particularly with men who were her own enemies, as well as Darnley's would be an act of a fool--which Mary was not. 

Once Mary signed the pardons, she seems to have had nothing more to say on the matter.  Mary spent several days with Bothwell at Drummond Castle.  The pair returned to Stirling, then, interestingly, set out again to pay an overnight visit to the comptroller (and a Lennox man,) William Murray.  By mid-January, she had left Stirling to return to Edinburgh. 

On January 6th, Lethington and Fleming were finally married.  In these increasingly troubled times, the pair felt they needed each other--or, to be more specific, the information they could provide each other--more than ever. 

One unsubstantiated story reported that when Mary heard that Darnley was ill, she offered him the use of her personal physician.  If true, this was probably done not only to keep an eye on Darnley, but as an effort to insure the real cause of his illness was kept as private as possible.  Even though the truth about his disease had inevitably leaked out here and there, it was still something to be kept strictly within his inner circle.  Mary herself, even though she knew perfectly well what this talk of "smallpox" meant, had her own reasons for discouraging talk of his illness.  If word spread that Darnley had syphilis, people might begin to wonder why neither she nor the infant Prince showed signs of his highly contagious ailment... 

We have no record of what Mary might have said or thought when she received the news of her consort's indisposition, although she may well have said a silent prayer for nature to quickly take its course and put an end to everyone's suffering. 

Most unfortunately for them both, particularly Mary, he did not die.  And on January 20, 1567, Mary, suddenly and without explanation, made one of the most baffling and hotly-debated decisions of her controversial life. 

Without warning, she rode to Glasgow for the purpose of bringing her husband back to Edinburgh.
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Historians have been able to postulate only three possible reasons for her mysterious journey.  Her most zealous biographical partisans suggest that it was an entirely innocent mission of mercy--that, her formerly hate-filled heart touched by, in the words of one modern writer, "a womanly zeal for nursing," 1she went seeking a reconciliation.  As was the case when Darnley had "measles" before their marriage, these writers say, Mary just couldn't resist a man who was diseased. 

This theory has been practically laughed off the historical stage, and with good reason.  It is undeniable that, for months past, Mary had been filled with quite justifiable feelings of rage and hatred towards her husband.  She had never loved Darnley, and by now she loathed him.  She also knew beyond doubt that he was--again--actively seeking her ruin.  Not too many weeks previously, she had had a conference with her nobles to discuss how in the world she was to be rid of the detestable creature.  The very day she left for Glasgow, she wrote her French Ambassador, the Archbishop of Glasgow, a bitterly scathing letter about her worthless, ungrateful husband and his seemingly endless attempts to devise her ruin.  The letter hardly reads as the work of a lovingly concerned wife eager for a marital reunion. 

All this, even leaving out the fact that she was in love with another man and longed to marry him, makes this simple-minded scenario worthless for all but her most desperate advocates. 

However, this does not mean that the theory at the other end of the spectrum--that Mary deliberately brought Darnley to Edinburgh to facilitate his murder--is any more tenable.  Although she may have wished that Darnley was dead, she and Bothwell were not stupid enough to put themselves in positions where they could be blamed for his death.  Neither one would jeopardize their future together  by creating unnecessary problems for themselves.  Mary's refusal to sign a warrant authorizing his murder is evidence that she was well aware of her potentially dangerous position.  She had to know, as well, that people might say she brought Darnley to Edinburgh, away from the security of his father's stronghold, so his enemies could kill him. 

This is, in fact, precisely what has been said for the last four centuries. 

The third, "compromise" theory--that Mary went to fetch Darnley with neither affection nor murder in her heart, but a simple desire to have him where she could keep an eye on him--is closer to the truth than the first two, but it still is lacking, as far as it goes. 

It does not explain what Mary intended to do with Darnley in the future--she could not keep tabs on him forever, particularly since his society was so repellant to her.  It does not explain why she was forced to take the risk of bringing him to Edinburgh, considering the capital was full of men that she knew for a fact were actively seeking his death.  It does not explain why she risked her own safety by going into what she knew was enemy territory, just so that Darnley could make the long and uncomfortable return trip with her, while it was winter and he was still a bedridden invalid.  Why couldn't she wait for a more opportune moment to stage a reconciliation?   It does not explain the atmosphere of "let's be friends" she created around the enterprise. 

Finally, this theory, like the two previously mentioned, fails to address one simple, but even more mysterious question, one that few writers have considered in depth:  Why did Darnley agree to go with her? 

The answer to this question is crucial to understanding the scenario that eventually led to his murder.  The theory offered by the historians who have bothered to even mention this point is that Darnley hoped to get back into power by means of reconciliation with the Queen.  Again, this theory fails to answer many questions.  For one thing, it was quite clear that he did not want to share power with Mary--he wanted to oust her from it.  His goal was, and had always been, to see himself as sole ruler of Scotland.  Mary was a stumbling-block to him.  In short, he wanted both her and young James dead. 

For another thing, even if he did not believe Mary herself would seek his life (although he must have known she did not sign the exiles' pardons in any friendly spirit towards him,) he knew perfectly well that Edinburgh was crammed to the rafters with men who would kill him without thinking twice.  And he only had to look to the example of Rizzio to know how much of a shield Mary's friendship was.  Darnley was a quivering coward.  What on Earth possessed him to leave the safety of Glasgow, to go into the heart of enemy territory, with only Mary's dubious goodwill to protect him? 

He must have had a very good reason for this action.  And, as Darnley was utterly incapable of thinking for himself, it was a reason given to him by someone--the same someone, as it happens, who inspired Mary to make her trip to Glasgow.  This sudden, unexplained reunion of the long-estranged King and Queen was not something either of them truly desired.  They were both being manipulated--by the same people, but using completely different methods--into a situation that would lead to their mutual destruction. 

Darnley's death is perhaps the strangest, murkiest, and most baffling of all history's famous murders.  All contemporary accounts dealing with the murder are vague, incomplete, contradictory, and, in most cases, deliberately misleading, forcing all students of the crime to rely largely on logic and conjecture.  Even Froude, whose solution is quite simple--namely, Mary and Bothwell blew up her husband's house--admitted certain difficulties.  In his "History of England" he wrote:  "We are stepping into a region where the very atmosphere is saturated with falsehood; where those who outwardly were bosom friends were plotting each other's destruction, and those who were apparently as guilty as Bothwell himself were yet assuming an attitude to him, at one moment of cringing subserviency, at the next of the fiercest indignation; where conspiracy was spun within conspiracy, and the whole truth lies buried beyond the reach of complete discovery." 2 

The full truth about the murder will never be uncovered, for the simple reason that there were too many powerful people who had a personal stake in seeing that the truth was never revealed.  The only thing more difficult to unravel than a failed conspiracy is a successful one.  The true target for elimination was not Darnley himself, but Mary and Bothwell.  And eliminated they were. 

What often goes unnoticed is that both the Queen and Bothwell had unassailable reasons for not wishing Darnley murdered...at that time, at least.  It all had to do with the most important thing in Mary's life--the English succession.   Now that Mary had an heir, and it was becoming less and less likely that Elizabeth, who was now in her thirties, would ever have children, it was looking ever more urgent to decide who England's next ruler would be.  Mary, particularly since James' birth, was the most obvious candidate.  Elizabeth was facing increasingly implacable pressure to either marry or name a successor, and, by outward appearances, she had at last given in.  Shortly before Darnley's death, Mary entered into serious negotiations with the English government to be officially recognized as heir.  These negotiations appeared to Mary to be progressing quite happily.  At the time of James' baptism, the Earl of Bedford, Elizabeth's representative, brought with him extremely conciliatory proposals, including a willingness to amend the Treaty of Edinburgh to omit anything prejudicial to Mary's claims as Elizabeth's successor.  Elizabeth proposed a new contract between them, where, in exchange for Mary’s promise not to seek the English throne during the lifetime of Elizabeth and any children she might bear, Elizabeth would virtually accept her as heir presumptive--a suggestion Mary gratefully embraced, seeing this proffered alliance as the answer to her crushing political difficulties.  She was desperate to have nothing impede her new amity with Elizabeth and her Council.  (This sudden capitulation of Elizabeth's was, of course--like nearly everything she ever did--a blind, intended to obscure her true intents and actions.  Elizabeth was as determined as ever never to name a successor--an act that she was convinced would be her own ruin--but this ostentatious friendliness towards the Scots Queen beautifully served to mask the complicity of the English government in the plot to murder her.) 

As far as Mary knew, there was only one major flaw in her campaign for recognition;  her long estrangement from her consort.  Even though everyone acknowledged that her marital difficulties were hardly her fault, her increasingly nasty private war with Darnley (who was, after all, still the English Catholic heir-presumptive,) was judged to be doing her political prospects great harm.  Particularly with her critical diplomatic talks with England in view, everyone in Europe who was concerned with Mary’s political affairs recognized her need to reconcile with her husband.  Most significantly, the Earl of Bedford himself was said to have recommended to Mary that she reconcile with Darnley "for her own honor, and advancement of her affairs." 3 If she wished to be named as Elizabeth's heir, it was seen as essential that she and Darnley, for the moment at least, present a united front.   Whatever Mary's long-term plans regarding Darnley may have been, she absolutely would not want him slain at that time--in fact, his death came in the worst possible way for her, and at the worst possible moment.  When Darnley died, her political prospects were killed with him. 

Which was precisely the intention. 

This alibi holds just as true for Bothwell.  No one has ever tried suggesting that he had anything against Mary becoming Queen of England.  He had devoted his entire career to strengthening her political power.  What benefited Mary, benefited Bothwell, and he knew it.  As Mary's chief confidant, he knew as well as she did what a crucial time this was for her--how important it was for her domestic life to look, to the outside world, as stable as possible.  The idea that he would deliberately sabotage this stability by staging a showy, scandalous, impossible-to-miss murder, against a man whose mother was still an influential figure in Catholic circles, and a murder that implicated the Queen, to boot--all right at the most damaging moment imaginable for her...it is absolutely incomprehensible. 

It is easy enough to ascertain what did not happen in regards to the murder.  Exactly what did happen is more difficult, but a general scenario can be glimpsed. 

As with solving any crime, it is necessary to start with the old question:  Who benefited?  Mary certainly did not.  Neither did Bothwell.  Many other people did, however.  The most prominent among them was, of course, Queen Elizabeth.  The Darnley murder eliminated Mary as a serious rival for the English throne--and at the precise moment when Elizabeth was facing seemingly insurmountable pressure to name Mary as her heir.  The next meeting of the English Parliament became, not a debate on the succession, but a tribunal blasting the Queen of Scots as a murderess.  Mary never recovered from the personal and political disgrace the murder gave her.  It was the same with Bothwell.  He had been Elizabeth and Cecil's top target for destruction for years.  With him gone, they reasoned, Mary would be helpless. 

The English had, at this time, a particular urgency to discredit Bothwell.  Elizabeth and Cecil knew, of course, of Mary's desire to free herself from Darnley.  They also knew of Mary's close relationship with Bothwell.  They knew--or at least strongly suspected--that once Mary's second husband was out of the way (by whatever means) she already had her third waiting in the wings.  If Mary wed Bothwell, it would have been a disaster for England.  Elizabeth's policy towards Scotland was to keep the country as weak and subservient to her as possible.  With Bothwell--strong, resolute, independent, and fiercely anti-English--as King of Scotland, Elizabeth knew her days of influence in the country would be over.  Cecil's comment about a marriage between Mary and Bothwell was revealing:  "So monstrous an outrage must be prevented." 4 Pinning a scandalous murder on his shoulders was an ideal way to prevent it.  He would be so reviled, so utterly degraded publicly, that Mary would not dare marry him, or even associate with him. 

Finally, Elizabeth and Cecil had their own reasons for wanting Darnley gone.  He was getting as troublesome and difficult to manage for them as he was for everyone else.  Now that he had performed the only task his talents and character fitted him for--namely, making Mary's life an utter misery--he had become disposable.  And, they reasoned, they had better do it quick, before he died a natural death from syphilis, leaving Mary honorably free of him. 

To facilitate this complex, three-way plot, engineering the destruction of Mary, Bothwell, and Darnley, they would need to use someone with a foot in both camps, to whom all three targets would listen and from whom they would take direction.  There was only one man in Scotland who fit this description; a noted lawyer, jurist, Privy Councilor, and skunk named Sir James Balfour. 

Balfour's resume was a colorful one, even for those times.  Known as "Blasphemous Balfour" to his contemporaries, he had, as a young man, trained for the priesthood.  However, when the Reformation hit Scotland, Balfour, always sensitive to political winds of change, embraced Calvinism with sufficient enthusiasm to participate in the 1546 assassination of Cardinal David Beaton, Mary of Guise's main advisor.  This was one of Balfour's rare missteps:  His only reward for this change in allegiance was a spell as a French galley slave.  He won his freedom in a prisoner-of-war swap by renouncing Protestantism, and he became an active supporter of Mary of Guise.  Soon after, he again joined the Protestant camp, enlisting as a spy against the Regent.  When Mary of Guise's daughter returned to take her Scottish throne, Balfour again turned Catholic.  Balfour was a brilliant lawyer and a shrewd politician.  He was also utterly unscrupulous, completely lacking in even the most rudimentary sense of conscience, principle, or morality.  He was heartless, crafty, and impossible to pin down. 

He was, in short, Elizabeth's kind of man. 

Although he, like nearly everyone in Scotland, had no qualms about intriguing with England, he was--for the moment, at least--a nominal Catholic.  This made him an ideal English agent in Scotland, to direct the moves of the Lennox camp.  When Darnley came to Scotland, Balfour quickly joined his followers, with the result that, after Darnley was elevated as Mary's consort, the lawyer with the colorful past was rewarded with a seat on the Privy Council. 

Balfour, who must be admired for his industry, if nothing else, was careful to also maintain ties with Darnley's enemies.  Bothwell's many administrative and law enforcement duties, particularly his roles as Lieutenant of the Border and High Admiral, required the assistance of legal experts.  In this respect, Balfour was invaluable to him, serving as Bothwell's deputy on the Admiralty Court. 

Bothwell likely found him useful in other respects, as well.  Knowing that Balfour was constitutionally unable to stay on one side of the fence, he was probably making it worth the shifty lawyer's while to keep him informed of Darnley's activities.  It has already been noted that in the period following the Rizzio conspiracy, it became of paramount importance to Bothwell to keep tabs on Mary’s enemies.  Balfour would have been the best vehicle for him to do this. 

Balfour, it seems, was most probably the elusive running thread connecting all the disparate elements of the Darnley murder mystery.  It was Balfour ("a very traitor!" as du Croc later described him)5 and only Balfour, who had links to all the principal figures:  Mary, Bothwell, Darnley, and Elizabeth herself.  After the murder the Spanish Ambassador in London wrote about Balfour that "It is believed for certain that this man was one of the principal actors in the murder of the King." 6 What is overlooked is the simultaneous part he played in the downfall of Mary and Bothwell. 

This brings us back to Mary's sudden visit to Glasgow--the trip that instigated the whole tragedy.  What precisely was her motivation to suddenly drop everything, change her plans, and quickly fly to Glasgow to fetch the man she despised?  As much as her allies had stressed to her the political need for reconciliation with Darnley, Mary had, up to this point, ignored their pleas.  Her consort's presence was so unendurable for her, it seemed that nothing could bring her to tolerate it.  What changed her mind?  It has already been shown that her negotiations with England removed any motive she might have had for seeking Darnley's murder.  What else could have inspired this urgent, unexpected need to seek him out and draw him to her side? 

The answer, one concludes, is this:  Mary went to Glasgow not with the intention of murdering Darnley, but of attempting to save his life. 

When word got around about Darnley's "smallpox," many people assumed that he had been poisoned.  What if someone--and who better than everyone's favorite spy, James Balfour?--secretly informed Mary and Bothwell that his ties to the Darnley faction enabled him to learn that the "poisoning" rumors were being spread because there was, indeed, a plot afoot to kill Darnley--and frame Mary for the deed.  After all, everyone knew that she and Darnley were on the worst of terms.  Who would be a more obvious suspect?  It would be the simplest thing in the world to bribe or torture a few servants into making statements implicating her.  At this point in her political career, such a charge would be disastrous.  She would never live the accusation down.  She had no choice but to bring Darnley into her own care, in as friendly a way as possible, in order to disarm suspicion.  Then, she could keep a close eye on him--at least, until her negotiations with England, where Mary expected to establish herself as heir to the throne, were over. 

If Mary still demurred, expressing her natural disgust with having to stage such an obviously phony show of goodwill, Balfour would add the clincher to his argument. 

She would not have to worry about Darnley for long, he would assure her.  This was, after all, his second serious illness in less than two years--the last even more debilitating than the first.  Darnley's alcohol-weakened constitution would not hold up against the ravages of syphilis.  This reconciliation would be only a brief one, until he paid the final, inevitable price for his dissipated lifestyle.  And think of all the benefits she would gain from this small sacrifice of hers!--friendly relations with Darnley would bring her the goodwill of the Lennox camp, a demonstration of her own political strength, as the King and Queen of Scotland once again presented a united front, and, of course, she would foil this nefarious plot to frame her for murder. 

Mary had no choice but to agree.  If this was true--that Darnley's syphilis was finally about to finish him off--she wanted to make some sort of peace with him, both for the sake of her political image and her own conscience.  If he died soon, on openly good terms with her, it would not only solve her most pressing political worries, but leave her morally free to finally seek her own personal happiness with Bothwell.  No one would be able to blame her when she, for the first time in her life, wed a husband of her own choosing. 

And so she went to Glasgow, resolved to be friends with her loathsome consort, no matter what the strain on her nerves.  After all, it would not have to be for long. 

This, then, was the situation as Mary and Bothwell saw it.  Darnley's side of the story was considerably different.  He and Lennox believed Balfour was assisting them in a plot to murder Mary and her chief councilors, thus enabling them to place Darnley in power. 

To facilitate this plot, Balfour pointed out, it was essential that he and Mary be seen to reconcile.  Not only would this make her death easier to accomplish, but it would divert suspicion from Darnley.  It would be made to look like a plot to murder them both, a plot that Darnley miraculously managed to escape. 

Darnley was carefully coached in everything he was to say and do when Mary arrived.  He was to do everything possible to lull any suspicions she had--he would have to humble himself, to beg forgiveness, flatter her--to do whatever it took to get her to agree to live under the same roof with him.  Groveling towards Mary will be unpleasant, Balfour told Darnley sympathetically.  But, after all, it would not have to be for long. 

The plan, as Darnley knew it, was this.  When Mary came to bring him to Edinburgh, Darnley was to insist on lodging at a small house in the area known as "Kirk o' Field."--a house that just happened to be owned by Balfour's brother Robert.  Under the guise of the most devoted affection, Darnley would beg Mary to lodge there with him.  And how could she refuse this simple request made by her poor, ailing husband? 

At Kirk o' Field, they had prepared a little surprise for the Queen:  The cellar vaults were packed with gunpowder.  The first morning after Darnley's official convalescence ended, as Mary’s usual entourage--Bothwell, Moray, Lethington, and the rest--all gathered at the house to attend the Queen and her newly reconciled consort, Darnley would make some excuse to briefly absent himself, the fuse would be lit, and he would ride to the nearby town of Linlithgow, where Lennox would be waiting with troops.  Then, they would all ride into Edinburgh, take custody of Prince James, and seize control of the capital, under the guise of seeking to punish the murderers of Darnley's dear wife, the Queen, who just by the merest chance avoided killing him, as well.  What a tragic occurrence, especially since he and his beloved Mary had lately been so happy together!  It would be a masterstroke--all Darnley's leading enemies blown to pieces in a heartbeat. 

This is the only logical scenario for the events leading to the explosion at Kirk o' Field.  It is impossible that the house could have been mined any other way.  The usual explanation--that the gunpowder was put there to kill Darnley, and Darnley alone--is ludicrous.  At every point in his career, Bothwell had shown himself to be a remarkably resourceful, cool-headed, and practical man.  Are we to believe that he--or Mary--or anyone else who was not criminally insane--could not come up with an easier, less risky, less obvious, and more efficient method to murder one lone, unarmed man?  If Mary and/or Bothwell had been planning to kill Darnley, they would follow the rule number one for all aspiring assassins:  Make it look like anything other than a murder. What would be easier than to poison him, and claim he died of his disease?  Or "accidentally" shoot him on one of his endless hunting trips?  Or have him legally tried and executed for treason?  Or just wait until he got drunk and kick him out a turret window?  If they wanted to kill Darnley, they would do anything--anything at all--other than what happened. 

Aside from that, how could Kirk o'Field be mined without the knowledge of Darnley or anyone in his household--not to mention the hundreds of people who passed in and around the house while it was occupied by the consort of the Queen, the second-highest ranking person in the land?  Balfour's house was utterly demolished by the blast, from the foundation upwards.  That meant that not only would an enormous amount of relatively weak and untrustworthy 16th century gunpowder have to be used, but, in order to destroy the entire house, the residence would have to be completely undermined, with the powder placed in vaults in the basement.  Could this be done without the resident’s cooperation? 

Even if, somehow, it could be done, it would be too dangerous for the murderers to hide the powder there.  The gunpowder of the era was particularly volatile.  What if one of the servants got careless with a torch?  If the household did not know they had to be careful, they could set off an explosion at any time--including when the would-be murderers were nearby. 

Also largely overlooked is the fact that, around this time, an English ship could be seen anchored in the Clyde.7 It was known at the time that this ship was in contact with Darnley and Lennox, but no one, including Mary, was ever able to ascertain for certain who was on this ship, or what, exactly, they were communicating to Darnley.  It is a mystery to this day. 

The most reasonable conclusion is that the ship contained English agents.  In his last, great role as all-around gull, Darnley believed they were his friends, helping and advising him in his plans for Scottish domination.  (This ship may very possibly also have served another purpose--as a source where the conspirators obtained some of the large quantity of gunpowder that was used.) 

In reality, they were Elizabeth's friends, overseeing Darnley's actions to ensure that the destruction of England's three neighboring nuisances--Mary, Bothwell, and Darnley--all went off as planned. 

Our main account of Mary's trip to Glasgow is from one of the oft-disputed Casket Letters.  This letter is the longest, most detailed, and, on the surface, most incriminating of the lot.  For this reason, it is the letter her partisans are most anxious to refute, despite all the evidence for its authenticity. 

The "incriminating" aspects of the letter are this: 


  	1. It is proof that Mary was deeply in love with Bothwell and desperately wished to be his wife.

  	2. She was obviously hoping that their marriage would take place sometime in the not-too-distant future, when they would forever be "the most faithful couple that God ever did knit together."  This indicates that she was expecting to be free of her husband, in one way or another.

  	3. The letter makes it clear that she was seeking a reconciliation with Darnley under false pretenses, and that she was suffering from a strong sense of guilt and unease about her entire mission to Glasgow.



As it is the near-universal belief among historians that Bothwell was, at least, the chief murderer, this letter is, among her detractors, held as evidence of Mary's guilt, and, among her partisans, as evidence that the letter was forged. 

If, however, one discounts the notion that Bothwell was insane enough to be the murderer, and instead, assumes the previously-explained hypothesis of the murder is true, then all becomes quite simple.  The controversy over the authenticity of the letter becomes a non-issue.  It is possible for both the letter to be genuine and Mary to be innocent. 

As far as point number one is concerned, if Bothwell was not a murderer, not a villain, not the wild-eyed ruffian of tradition, then Mary's love for him is no longer a smear against her reputation.  It is nothing that needs to be frantically argued away, in defiance of all evidence and logic.  Yes, Mary was being insincere in her desire for a reunion with Darnley, but she was seeking it for all the right reasons, not the wrong ones. 

As for point number two, this is obvious.  She knew Darnley was suffering from a fatal, incurable disease, and believed he would soon die as a result.  Murdering him under such circumstances would be "gilding the lily." 

With point three, a careful reading of the letter shows that Mary's sense of guilt stemmed from the deception she was compelled to enact with Darnley, in making him believe her desire for reconciliation was genuine. 

As has been pointed out before, direct, unvarnished lies were not Mary's preferred style.  When forced to avoid the truth, she favored word games and evasions.  She makes it clear in her letter how much she hated her blatant play-acting.  And this discomfort, the letter makes clear, is not out of a sense of guilt that she is luring her poor, trusting husband to his murder.  It is clear that her sense of unease comes from the lies themselves.  She feels sickened from having to put on an act of friendliness she does not feel, period.  (This discomfort would be particularly acute if she was planning to put Darnley on trial as soon as it was politically feasible to do so--for example, when her negotiations for an alliance with Elizabeth were completed.)  Indeed, she mentions Darnley's obvious paranoia and fears for his life in a casual, dismissive sort of way, indicating she had no feelings of guilt in that regard.  These are hardly the words of one would-be murderer writing to her accomplice.  In addition, a good part of Mary's unease clearly stemmed from her fear that Bothwell would disapprove of her actions--she obviously worried that her talent for insincerity would cause him to think less of her.  Not only does this reveal that Mary considered Bothwell an honest and principled character, but if she was plotting murder with him, such concern over relatively trivial scruples would be absurd. 

It would probably be unwise to quote this letter, (commonly known, for references' sake, as "letter 2") too precisely.  This letter has been, like the rest of the collection, translated from the original French several times, in--and back out of--several different languages, with, it is clear, any number of omissions and distortions from the original texts.  (Due to the numerous careless translations, as well as, probably, the private code Mary used in writing the originals, a good deal of all our copies of the Casket Letters--whether they are in English, Scots, Latin, or French--are so vague and garbled as to be utterly unintelligible to us.) 

We do not know what exactly Mary wrote in these letters.  Unless the originals ever reappear, however, this is our only detailed information about this crucial sickbed visit of Mary's.  And it is a letter that Mary herself, even after reading a copy of it, never seriously denied writing.  This has a dual significance that historians seem to overlook.  Not only does it serve as proof that Mary acknowledged the letter as her own work, it is proof that she did not consider the letter to be truly incriminating.  If she did, wouldn't she have fiercely and ceaselessly denied her authorship, whether the letter was genuine or not?  If she felt the letter was harmful to her, she would have done what she always did when accused of wrongdoing; namely, vigorously deny everything, and dare her accusers to prove otherwise.  In the case of the Casket Letters, she did just the opposite. 

"Letter 2," which begins with the line, "Being gone from the place where I left my heart," (and lamenting how, away from Bothwell's side, she was a "body without a heart,") describes in great, and, to the outside reader, seemingly inconsequential detail, her visit to Glasgow. 

She mentions the silent reception she received from the townsfolk--which, she comments, was a sign they were in the enemy camp.  On the road, she was met by a representative of Lennox's.  He explained to Mary that his lord was hesitant to see her, as he had heard of certain harsh words the Queen had been saying about him.  "There is no remedy against fear," she replied.  "He had no fear if he did not feel himself faulty." 

There was evidently much more to this encounter, which, unfortunately, Mary indicated was too long to put on paper--she merely wrote that she finished by contemptuously bidding Lennox's man to "hold his peace." 

When she arrived at Darnley's bedside, their conversations were equally strange.  As Mary described it, Darnley greeted her with great enthusiasm, announcing that "he was so happy to see her he thought he would die." 

In long, obviously carefully scripted speeches, he declared his earnest desire for reconciliation.  He would do anything she asked, if only they might return to the same public show of normality enacted at the beginning of their union.  If Mary would agree to this, he would never give her cause for displeasure again, but if she did not, he refused to ever leave his bed.  Mary recorded that Darnley gave her no choice but to agree.  As much as she hated having to lie, there seemed nothing else to do, if he was to consent to return with her. 

The most interesting parts of Mary's interviews with Darnley are where he deviated from his script.  Mary's letter depicts him as alternating words of gushing sweetness with lapses back into his usual peevishness and hostility.  "He is mad when he hears of Lethington, and of you, and my brother."  "Of your brother [Huntly] he sayeth nothing, but of the Earl of Argyll he doth.  I am afraid to hear him talk." 

She also made reference to the latest rumor, related by two men named Hiegate and Walker--that he and his father intended to kidnap and imprison her, so he could rule as Regent.  This, she wrote, Darnley hysterically denied, saying it was all lies, ("he waxeth angry when I speak to him of Walker, and saith that he will pluck his ears from his head.")  Then, when Mary confronted him with the very words she had been told about the matter,  the disconcerted Darnley abruptly answered with a few accusations of his own, pointing out spitefully that, after all, she had been asked to sign a warrant for his arrest, and to give the lords permission to murder him if he resisted.  (Mary wrote that she believed that Darnley, had, at first, thought she would take him away as a prisoner.) 

In one of his many abrupt changes of mood, Darnley followed this burst of anger with honeyed remarks about how he could not believe Mary would do him any hurt, and as for the Lords, he had no complaints about them, and denied threatening any of them.  "He did suspect nobody, nor would, but love all that I did love," the letter recorded Darnley promising sweetly.  He added the subtly ominous statement that, "I hope that you desire now that we shall live a peaceful life together, for if it were otherwise, it could not be but greater inconvenience should happen to us both than you think." 

From the letter, Mary obviously was not certain what to make of his strange behavior.  His articulate avowals of devotion and repentance puzzled her--it was so unlike him--and she seemed to alternate between suspicion of his "fair promises" and guilt for betraying his seeming belief in her words. 

She still recognized, however, that he and Lennox were plotting trouble, even though she had been unable to discover what it was.  She also mentioned her concern that Darnley had spies planted in her household--she thought he knew just too many details of her activities.  She asked him about the English ship.  While he swore he had no intention of leaving the country in it, after some prodding by Mary, he finally admitted having been in communication with the English.  Aside from that, however, he evidently told her little. 

More references to various plots follow, all of them unexplained to history.  She interrogated Darnley (with mixed results) about some mysterious matter involving "the Bishop and Sutherland." 

When she questioned Darnley about some unspecified remarks he supposedly said to "my brother" when they were at Stirling, he denied (unconvincingly, it seems) that the conversation in question had ever taken place. 

Darnley also declared, in one of the letter's many strange passages, that while "his faults be published; but there be that commit some secret faults, and fear not to have them spoken of so loudly, and that there is speech of great and small." 

He then, interestingly, mentioned Lady Reres, saying, with obvious sarcasm, "God grant that she serve you to your honor.”  The letter describes him adding the even stranger words,  “And that men may not think, nor he neither, that my own power was not in myself, seeing I did refuse his offers.”   Mary concluded, "for a surety, he mistrusteth us of that that you know, and for his life." 

Elsewhere in the letter, in a seemingly irrelevant moment, Mary described to Bothwell a bracelet she was secretly making for him.  It was obviously of great importance to her--it sounded as if it was meant to be worn as a talisman or token of some sort. 

She mentioned the unpleasantness of close proximity to her diseased husband, despite Darnley's constant requests for her company, remarking on his incredibly foul breath--likely a result of either his syphilis or the mercury then used to treat the disease--"it is even worse than your uncle's."  (Assuming it was translated correctly, this aside--which no forger in his right mind would include--probably refers either to Bothwell's great-uncle, the Bishop of Moray, or his mother's brother William, Lord Sinclair.)  "Cursed be this pocky fellow that troubleth me thus much," Mary sighed. 

She also innocently recorded that Darnley asked her to remain at Glasgow for two days before they returned to Edinburgh together.  As wary as she was, she could not know that, now that she had agreed to reconcile with her consort, this extra time was needed to prepare the site intended for her murder. 

The letter concluded, "It is very late.  Although I am never weary of writing to you, yet will I end, after kissing your hands.  Excuse my poor writing and read it over twice.  Excuse also that I scribbled."  Her final line to him was, "Love me always as I shall love you." 

Darnley, riding in a litter, left Glasgow with Mary around January 27th. 

Their planned destination was not Kirk o' Field, but Craigmillar Castle.  (It is interesting that "letter 2" makes it clear that Mary and Bothwell intended for Darnley to go to Craigmillar.  The letter contains no reference to Robert Balfour's house, no hints about explosions--"Bought the gunpowder yet, dearest?"--details which surely any self-respecting forger would have wished to include.) 

Just outside of Edinburgh, on either January 31st or the following day, Darnley, on Balfour's private advice, suddenly informed Mary that he did not wish to go to Craigmillar.  There was another residence--Robert Balfour's house, just a mile or so from Holyrood--that he believed would be more satisfactory for his convalescence.8 

Mary was agreeable.  It did not make any difference where he stayed, as far as she 
  
  was concerned.

Judging by what we know, the events of the next few days probably happened something like this: 

All Scotland marveled at the sudden change in the relations between their Queen and her husband--the pair, indeed, seemed to be on their friendliest terms, ever. 

Both Mary and Darnley found their respective facades relatively easy to maintain.  It is possible to do almost anything, if you only believe it will not be forever. 

Mary was finding herself feeling a genuine pity and sympathy for Darnley.  Whatever he may have been--which, she knew better than anyone, was plenty--it was sad, after all, to think of anyone dying so young, and of such a dreadful disease.  She resolved to do all she could to make his last days as pleasant as possible.  It was no more than duty and basic humanity required.  Besides, her political future depended on him dying on good terms with her. 

When Darnley asked her to spend several nights in the house, sleeping in a ground-floor bedroom that had been prepared for her use, she saw no reason to refuse.  It seemed such a minor request. 

Darnley was overjoyed by how well things were going.  Balfour had assured him that all would soon be in readiness.  There would be enough gunpowder stored in the vaults of the house to blow Mary to fragments.  Now that she had shown her willingness to lodge there whenever Darnley asked, the rest would be easy.  Once Mary and her Councilors were dead, Lennox's forces, with the aid of his "English friends,” would easily claim the Regency for him.  In the panic and confusion which would inevitably result from the deadly explosion, everyone would be helpless to resist.  By February 9th, all will be ready, Balfour told him.  Just be sure the Queen spends the night there. 

What Darnley was not told is that the English did not wish him to rule Scotland any more than anyone else did.  Mary was not the only one who had a shock waiting.  The plan, as Balfour and his "English friends" saw it, was a simple one:  Mary and Darnley would both be blown up that night; Bothwell would be convicted and executed for the crime.  It would be stated that he had meant to kill only Darnley, but, not knowing the Queen was there as well, had murdered her too.  They all assumed--correctly, as it turned out--that no one would bother to ask why, if Bothwell had murder on his mind, he could not think of a less self-advertising method. 

The evening of February 9th, the last day of Darnley’s official quarantine, Mary, accompanied by Bothwell and several of her other nobles, paid a call on him.  Mary had alternated between sleeping at Kirk o’Field and Holyrood, spending the 5th and the 7th at Darnley’s residence, and she had earlier agreed to spend the 9th there as well, particularly since it was his final night in the house. 

The day had seemed to go normally, except for several quietly significant happenings.  Early that morning, Moray, saying his wife was ill, suddenly left for St. Andrews.  Lethington simply vanished, without a word to anyone.  And Darnley, unbeknownst to Mary, had ordered his servants to have horses saddled and ready for him the next morning--at the strange hour of five am. 9 

It was a quiet scene in Darnley's chamber.  Mary's entourage played dice on one side of the room while she chatted with her husband on the other.  For all Mary's good intentions, she could not deny that the past week had been a difficult one.  The longer she had to associate with Darnley, the more she found her feelings of pity mingling with the old revulsion.  His final deathbed, she feared, would not be an edifying one.  The lad would likely be irritating people right to the end. 

Thank Heaven, she had an excuse to escape him that night.  Two of her favorite servants, Sebastian Paget and Christina Hogg, had married that day.  She had promised to attend that night a masque in honor of the occasion.  It was a holiday--”Carnival Sunday”--with celebrations that called for the Queen’s attendance.  Many of Darnley’s servants were elsewhere that night. 10 

She had already arranged with Bothwell that, when she signaled him that she had had all she could take of her consort's presence for one evening, he would "remind" her of her duty to the newlyweds.  Surely, Darnley could say nothing about her seeing to her social obligations. 

Shortly before eleven p.m., Mary, catching Bothwell's eye, gave an almost imperceptible nod.  Immediately, he told the Queen politely that the wedding guests were no doubt wondering if she had abandoned them. 

The wedding!  Of course.  She could hardly disappoint Sebastian and his bride, she explained to Darnley.  Besides, Darnley was no doubt ready for sleep, anyway.  She wished him good-night, as she and her escort rose.  She would perhaps return later, but if it grew too late, she would see him on the morrow. 

Darnley began to pitch a fit.  What did she mean by that?  She had promised to spend the night in this house!  She could not leave now!  She could not!  Did her promise to him mean less than a couple of stupid servants?!  He thought they were reconciled, and now this is how she treats him! 

Mary stared, too utterly weary of him to be angry, or even to wonder why he was being so insistent.  Bothwell quickly came to place Mary's cloak about her and, courteously but firmly, guide her to the door.  He had no idea why Mary's departure was making Darnley hysterical, but every word the invalid spoke made Bothwell more determined to get the Queen away immediately.  Darnley, he knew, had a long history of being full of unpleasant surprises. 

Mary, trying to make as graceful an exit as possible in front of all their witnesses, finally promised Darnley that she would see him the next day, so it mattered little where she spent the night. 

But what if she forgets her promise, or is late?  Darnley wailed.  What will he do if she is late? 

Mary, hoping to quiet his embarrassing tantrum, gave him one of her rings.  This is proof  I will be back soon, she told him.  I shall have to return to get my ring! 

Before Darnley could carry on any more, Bothwell hustled Mary out, as he wondered to himself;  late for what? 

Back at Holyrood for the celebratory ball, Mary found a message waiting for her.  It was later said to have been from Lethington, but it is more likely the author was the Secretary's wife, Mary Fleming, who had discovered the motive behind her new husband's sudden disappearing act.11 

The note begged the Queen to avoid going anywhere near Kirk o' Field. 

Mary was heartsick.  What new nightmare could be brewing?--and right when it was so urgent for her that everything in her life went peacefully!  She told Bothwell about the note.  He did not know what it portended, either, but felt it had to be connected with Darnley's bizarre insistence that Mary remain there with him.  He was becoming more and more thankful he had gotten the Queen well away from there. 

Soon, Bothwell probably received his own mysterious warning--we do not know for certain from whom, but the most likely suspect is James Balfour.  He had urgent information, the all-purpose spy told Bothwell.  The Queen's life was in immediate danger. 

Now that Balfour realized the Queen would probably not be sleeping at Kirk o' Field that night, plans would have to be revised.  Instead of blowing up Mary and Darnley, and framing Bothwell, they would have to settle for killing only Darnley--an undeniable pleasure, under any circumstances--and framing Bothwell and the Queen for the murder.  More complicated, but it could be done.  But first, it was essential to get Bothwell on the scene.  The world must know he was there at the time of the explosion. 

Balfour told Bothwell that Kirk o' Field was a deathtrap.  There was something horrible awaiting the Queen--he was not sure what--but Bothwell needed to investigate. 

Bothwell realized that Balfour was right--he needed to see for himself what was going on.  He intended to go there and get the truth from Darnley if he had to beat it out of him. 

Ordering Balfour to meet him at Darnley's house, Bothwell returned to Holyrood.  He summoned the Laird of Traquair, who, along with Bothwell himself, was in charge of Mary's personal bodyguard, and the two went to find the Queen.  Drawing her aside from the party, the three went into a room alone together. 

Something serious was going on, Bothwell told them.  He did not know exactly what, yet, but Traquair needed to be on the alert.  Keeping in mind the recent stories suggesting a coup was in the works, Bothwell instructed him to have his men on guard, keeping a close eye on both the Queen and the infant James.12 

After Traquair left, Bothwell told Mary what he had learned.  He knew how particularly anxious she was to avoid scandal, he said, but this was not something that could be ignored.  He would have to go to Kirk o'Field and investigate. 

Mary disagreed--she did not think it was safe for anyone to be prowling around there--but finally, too distraught by this latest blow to argue, she gave in. 

Mary shut herself up in her room, until Bothwell could return with further news.  It was around midnight. 

Bothwell quickly returned to his own chambers, where he changed out of his holiday attire into more workmanlike clothes.  Grabbing his cloak and sword, he went out to collect a number of his most trusted henchmen to accompany him.  Having nothing to hide, he did not hesitate to go openly through the town in such a manner.  Probably, he thought it would even be for the best to have it known he was abroad that night--it would give people warning that he was on the alert. 

Outside Darnley's residence, he met with James Balfour.  Balfour was ready for him.  He had, earlier, taken the precaution of stationing one of England‘s most useful tools in Scotland, Lord Morton's kinsman Archibald Douglas, a short distance away from the house. 

Douglas, a distant relative of Lady Lennox who was his clan's leading jack-of-all-crimes, was stationed to ensure that Darnley did not escape, should something happen to cause him to take fright prematurely.  Douglas, with a team of fellow thugs at his side, sat in a chair he had borrowed from the house, waiting...for whatever happened. 

Balfour greeted Bothwell with an effusive relief.  Thank goodness he was here! 

The lawyer quietly led Bothwell into the cellar to show him his discovery.  The house was packed with gunpowder--enough to blow everyone inside into dust. 

The King, Balfour told him somberly, was--again--planning to murder the Queen.  That explains why he was so desperate for her to remain there overnight. 

Even though this could have been no huge surprise to Bothwell--after all, Darnley had proved himself to be something short of the ideal companion--the sheer enormity of what had been planned for Mary must have been a stunning shock.  If she had not been so anxious for a respite from Darnley's company that night... 

And the way the treacherous worm had been making up to Mary all that week!  Flattering her, fawning over her, begging her not to leave his side--it seemed impossible to believe even Darnley could be that twisted...until Bothwell remembered how, right before Rizzio's death, Darnley had played tennis with the man he was intending to murder. 

Balfour, all righteous outrage, pointed out to Bothwell that it would be unthinkable to allow Darnley to get away with plotting such a monstrous attempt on the Queen's life.  It would be nothing more than poetic justice to blow the house up under Darnley right here and now.  If the boy wanted an explosion so badly, perhaps Bothwell should give him one! 

Bothwell would definitely have been tempted.  The only thing more satisfying than the idea of paying Darnley back in his own coin would be the pleasure of tearing him to pieces with his bare hands.  For an instant or two, he must have seriously considered Balfour's helpful suggestion. 

But then, cold reason broke through the red haze of fury that was enveloping him.  He had never wanted anything more in his life than the joy of seeing Darnley dead, but he knew this was neither the time nor the place for such an act.  Murdering Darnley now would be delightful, but also self-destructive. 

He was quite well aware that there were many people longing to make an end of him, as well as the King.  If he openly murdered Darnley--however justifiable such an act would be--it would be used to destroy him. 

For another, he understood Mary's personal need to avoid further scandal, particularly at that time.  The mysterious explosion of her consort's house would be something impossible for her to hush up or explain away. 

Finally, Bothwell realized that Darnley needed to be kept alive--for the moment, at least--because he needed to find out who the King's accomplices were.  He knew that Darnley could not have arranged all this by himself--the puling half-wit was incapable of putting on his breeches without the assistance of a committee--so it was imperative to squeeze out of the dupe the names of his puppetmasters. 

And Bothwell was going to do so right now. 

Grabbing Balfour by the arm--he wanted a witness to this, and a lawyer would serve as well as any--he dragged his startled, slightly disconcerted companion up to Darnley's room.  His valet, William Taylor, was just bringing Darnley some wine, to console him for the postponement of his fun. 

Bothwell charged into the room, still pulling the helpless Balfour along with him, and confronted his quivering King.  He coldly informed Darnley that his game was over.  He knew everything that had been planned for Mary that night.  He told Darnley, who was now shaking and speechless, that, unfortunately, he would have to forgo his little daydream of ascending the throne over the Queen's corpse.  He, Bothwell, would see to it that neither Darnley or any of the Queen's other enemies ever got near her again. 

Bothwell went on to tell the terrified wretch that the only reason he was preserving his otherwise utterly worthless life was that Darnley needed to give him the full list of his accomplices.  And, in the morning, in front of a private meeting with the Queen's Council, that was precisely what Darnley would do.  If he did not, Bothwell assured him, he would track Darnley down to whatever hole he chose to hide in, and personally break every bone in his body.  That was a promise. 

Darnley sat in bed, his mouth opening and closing silently, as was his wont whenever he was cornered.  Finding the sight of Bothwell too frightening, he stared instead at Balfour. 

The lawyer was not pleased.  This was not quite what he had expected.  He had assumed that when Bothwell was confronted with the proof of Darnley's homicidal plans, his anger, and desire to insure that the Queen's impossible consort finally paid for his crimes, would inspire him to kill the boy right then and there.  But, if Bothwell was going to, instead, force the entire story out of him--and with that spineless turncoat, that would certainly not be difficult--it would be the end for James Balfour, that was certain.  Even Darnley would have to realize that Balfour had betrayed him.  Balfour knew he would be very fortunate if all Bothwell did was kill him. 

There was only one thing to do.  Darnley would have to be killed immediately--without wasting any time--before he could so much as open his silly, babbling mouth... 

Bothwell had had more than enough of the scene.  As he was heading for the door, he turned and commented tauntingly to Darnley that he really had no choice but to cooperate.  After all, did Darnley really think his co-conspirators would let him live, once the Queen was dead?  Someone would need to be the scapegoat for her death, and who better than her most famous enemy, her husband?  It was the Rizzio situation all over again, Bothwell sneered.  It was likely no coincidence that tonight was eleven months to the day that the secretary had been murdered.  Just as in that plot, once they used him to be rid of Mary, they would use the death of the Queen to dispose of him.  It was amazing how Darnley could be led, over and over again, into committing the same acts of gross stupidity. 

Bothwell picked up one of the wine glasses and made an ironic little toast in Darnley's direction.  "Pleasant dreams, Your Majesty," he smiled.  He then turned on his heel and left, Balfour anxiously trotting behind him. 

Outside, Bothwell briefly instructed Balfour to report to Holyrood first thing in the morning, collected his small group of men, and began to return to the palace.  He was not looking forward to informing Mary that--for the second time in less than a year--her consort had tried to kill her. 

He was glad he had instructed Traquair to be ready for any emergency.  As soon as he returned to Holyrood, he would send Mary to Dunbar, where she would be safe, and keep her there until he got to the bottom of all this. 

Balfour, meanwhile, realized there was no time to lose.  Quickly informing Archibald Douglas of what had happened, he rushed to the cellar, and lit the fuse.  He then ran back into town. 

Darnley's combination of mortal fear and petulant fury at being thwarted had him in tears.  It wasn't fair!  Everything was going so nicely, and now...this wouldn't have happened if his mother had been there.  She would have made things all right for him, somehow. 

It was all Mary's fault!  If she had spent the night there, as she had promised, all would be well.  She would be dead by now...she certainly deserved to die, after all the trouble she had caused him! 

Bothwell, damn him, was probably right.  Everyone was out to get him, he couldn't understand why.  Miserable traitors, all of them.  Even Balfour, who was so smart, and who always made everything so easy to understand...when he was here with Bothwell, he had nothing to say for himself...but wait...what was he doing there with Bothwell? 

What if Balfour was out to get him, too?  And he was waiting downstairs? 

Darnley knew he had to get out of there, fast. 

Ordering Taylor to follow him, Darnley, in panic flight, ran downstairs, fleeing across the backyard into the south garden.  The confused Taylor stopped long enough to collect his master’s robe and a quilt, and obediently trotted behind him.  Darnley ran to where Archibald Douglas was stationed.  He was his mother's relative, after all.  Surely the Douglases would agree to hide him someplace until he could flee Scotland. 

What Darnley was not counting on was that his relative was an English agent first, and a family man second.  Besides, the Douglases had not forgotten his betrayal of them after the Rizzio murder. 

When he and Taylor reached Archibald and his companions, he knew something was quite, quite wrong.  The group did not look very welcoming.  Darnley was ending his two years in Scotland the same way he began them--as universal dupe. 

Two women who lived in a nearby cottage reported hearing a man's voice cry, "Pity me, kinsmen!"13 

Darnley had himself made it impossible for anyone to have pity on him.  Calmly and quietly, Archibald Douglas and his men either smothered or strangled Darnley and Taylor.  It was somewhere around two a.m. 

As the murderers were finishing their work, Balfour's fuse went off and the house exploded, capping off a murky tangle of circumstances that would be impossible for Bothwell or the Queen to either cover up or explain. 

On hearing the blast, Douglas and his men fled, leaving Douglas' chair, Darnley's dressing-gown, and the quilt scattered around the bodies. 

Bothwell was returning to Holyrood with all speed, on his way to the Queen's apartments, when he--along with all Edinburgh--heard the explosion.14 This instantly changed his plans.  He had no idea what happened after he had left Kirk o' Field, but he realized he could not fly off to Dunbar with the Queen now.  It would look too suspicious.  For the moment, there was nothing he could do but act as normally as possible, until he discovered precisely what was going on. 

Duty impelled him to soon return to Kirk o' Field.  As sheriff of Edinburgh, it was his official duty to investigate all crimes in the area, and he had a particular need to see this one.  It was essential to discover what had happened there, after his departure, as soon as possible.  The Queen's life depended upon it. 

He led the large, nervous crowd of courtiers and townspeople to what was left of Robert Balfour‘s house.  The residence was nothing but a scattered pile of stones.  A sleeping gallery for the servants, which rested on the town wall, and was thus protected from the worst of the blast, was also demolished from the shock, but several members of Darnley's household were discovered in its ruins, cut and bruised, but still alive.   Bothwell, along with everyone else, assumed that Darnley was either buried somewhere in the wreckage, as unidentifiable bits and pieces, or he had escaped and was in hiding somewhere. 

The question of that young man’s whereabouts was soon settled.  He and Taylor were found by the orchard which grew not far from the house.  They had obviously not been blown there by the explosion.  They were unsinged, unmarked in any obvious way.  In fact, it was not clear how they died at all. 

Bothwell stared at Darnley's corpse in utter disgust.  His death had removed Bothwell's best opportunity for bringing the entire story to light.  Darnley had died absolutely true to form--unable to do anything right. 

He had the bodies brought to a nearby cottage until they could be formally prepared for burial, and quickly returned to Holyrood and the Queen.  God knew how she would take this latest catastrophe.
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Chapter 25





  -Twenty Five-
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  Like so much else that is unknown in this dark story, we have no idea what, exactly, happened when Mary learned of Darnley's death.  After she heard the news, Mary seems to have kept to herself the rest of the day, out of the public gaze, so her first reaction to news of the murder--and what, if anything, Mary and Bothwell initially knew  of the matter--can only be guessed.  Melville's statement in his "Memoirs" that Bothwell had informed him afterwards that the Queen was "sorrowful and quiet"1 was probably the truth. 

For some time before this--probably from the beginning of their relationship--Mary had unquestionably, and quite understandably, wished that Darnley were dead.  But not like this!  She likely would have thanked God on her knees, if her nauseating consort had permanently removed himself from her life in some respectable, clear-cut manner that left her reputation above reproach.  But a messy, scandalous, impenetrable murder mystery--with herself at the very heart of it all--must have been a nightmare for her.  As was usual with Mary, she saw the worst possible thing happen to her at the worst possible time. 

And what could she possibly say?  How could she and Bothwell explain a situation they themselves did not fully understand?  How could they convince everyone of the truth                        
  --that the true intended victim of the tragedy was not Darnley, but Mary? 

And how were they to investigate and prosecute the crime?  The most 
  
  prominent evildoer--Darnley--was dead.  If Mary brought to trial everyone suspected in 
  
  the murder, she would have had to arrest literally her entire government--not to mention a 
  
  good portion of Elizabeth’s. 

Most people said she should have begun those arrests with Bothwell...and herself.  Everyone had wondered about her sudden, urgent need to carry Darnley from Glasgow to Edinburgh, and her attentive friendliness to him the week before his death, which was such a startling change from her previous open aversion.  How could she expect anyone to believe the truth--that she thought she was protecting her own political future by preventing his murder, not facilitating it? 

As for Bothwell, his hatred for Darnley was no secret.  Neither was his protective devotion to the Queen.  What could be more plausible than that Bothwell, hoping to win the hand of his grateful Queen, arranged the explosion to rid himself of the main obstacle to his ambitions? 

Plausible, perhaps--until one stopped to wonder how Bothwell could possibly have been foolish enough to play right into the hands of his many powerful enemies by arranging such an impractical, troublesome, dangerous, and self-incriminating method of murder. 

Both he and Mary were visiting Darnley's room earlier that evening.  If either of them desired his murder that night, why not take this perfect opportunity to slip a subtle, slow-acting poison in Darnley's cup?  Or in the wine he later had brought to him?  Were people to believe both Mary and Bothwell spent all that time at the court of Catherine de Medici without learning a few of her recipes? 

Mary saw she was in the most dangerous and delicate of positions.  As she was utterly in the dark about the situation, she realized that any action on her part could easily make matters even worse.  The best--indeed, the only--thing to be done at the moment was to do as little as possible. 

Darnley's body was embalmed, and he was placed in a chamber in Holyrood for the required "lying in state."  Mary forced herself to go there to view her deceased consort a final time before he was laid to rest--it would have looked too suspicious if she had not.  Her visit was very brief and unrevealing.  We are told she merely stared for a moment at Darnley in silence, her face utterly expressionless.  Then, she turned and left, never to return. 

Darnley was buried in the vault at Holyrood, near Mary's father, James V.  The funeral service was held late at night, in the most unceremonious and quiet way possible.  There were, unsurprisingly, few, if any, mourners present.  Mary herself did not attend.  Lennox was cautiously hiding himself away in his Glasgow stronghold, understandably reluctant about showing his face anywhere near Edinburgh.  He was not sure how much Mary knew. 

Lady Lennox was still in England.  Elizabeth, in a well-publicized act of compassion and sympathy for the grieving mother, released her from the Tower the minute the news of Darnley's death reached London.  The Countess, grief-stricken at the cruel loss of all her most cherished ambitions, was loudly bellowing the most grim accusations against her fiendish daughter-in-law to anyone who would listen...and more and more people were listening. 

Mary got some very harsh criticism for the lack of pomp that went into her consort's funeral, but under the circumstances, it was actually the most sensible thing she could have done.  All things considered, any great public display of mourning for Darnley would have been unconvincing, not to say tasteless, in the extreme.  It likely would have caused even more adverse comments than she was already getting. 

Besides, it was doubtful whether she could have withstood the strain of an ostentatious burial ceremony, where all eyes would be on her as she struggled to show some signs of grief for the loss of a deranged, hateful boy who had died trying to arrange her own death.  All the contemporary reports that describe Mary as being close to an emotional collapse after the murder were undoubtedly true.  She would have good reason for it.  The murder--and in such a weird, unforeseeable manner--itself would have been a great shock.  On top of that, it was an devastating political catastrophe, made worse by the realization that she only barely escaped the gruesome fate Darnley had arranged for her.  The horror of what might have been--and what was--haunted Mary to her last day. 

And the danger was not yet over.  Darnley may have been dead, but his accomplices still remained, as potentially lethal as ever.  And she had no idea if--or when--or how--they might strike again.  A month after the murder, the Archbishop of Glasgow wrote her warning that "there is yet some notable enterprise against you..." 2 In a place like Scotland, virtually everyone seemed to be a potential assassin.  As horrific as the Rizzio conspiracy had been, at least then, she had known what she was up against, and who her enemies were.  She was able to clearly see the situation.  But after the Darnley murder, the outside world became even more obscured.  She must have felt like she was being pursued by murderous shadows, with only Bothwell as her shield from them. 

Bothwell, however, was being pursued by a few shadows of his own.  All the dark, mysterious, contradictory, unanswerable questions surrounding Darnley's death were being cleared away, for the eyes of the public, by focusing on one man, and one man only:  The Earl of Bothwell. 

After Darnley's death, all those men who had been known to have not only wished for Darnley's slaying, but who were believed to be actively pursuing it--Moray, Morton and the rest of the Rizzio exiles, Lethington, Darnley's "kinsman," Archibald Douglas, whose shoe was later found near Kirk o' Field, and who was seen, after the murder, to be covered in mud and dirt, as if he had been in an outdoors scuffle of some sort...all these factions, whose only common denominator was that they were friends of England and enemies of Bothwell's, were suddenly forgotten.  By contrast, Bothwell, who, when Darnley was alive, had been one of the few men in Scotland not suspected of being part of one death squad or another, was, somehow, made the focus of all eyes. 

The only evidence ever brought against Bothwell came after his and Mary's overthrow when "confessions" and “depositions” were obtained, in secret tribunals, from his servants and henchmen.  The indisputable fact that the unlucky wretches were tortured before they signed these statements and hanged, in certain cases without even the pretense of a trial, immediately afterwards, before they could repudiate these accounts of the murder, was ignored (as was the fact that these accounts are all comprised of manifest contradictions, improbabilities, and outright falsehoods.) 

Little matter.  People wanted an answer to the riddle of Kirk o' Field, and they got one.  Bothwell, and Bothwell alone, did it.  Tidy, simple, reassuring...and perfectly suited for the purposes of England and its Scottish allies. 

The public "re-education" campaign began early--too early not to have been carefully mapped out while Darnley was still breathing.  There was little time to spare.  On first hearing of Darnley's murder, the initial reaction of many observers was to suspect Moray and Morton of being behind the murder, and that would never do.  They were among Elizabeth's most valued agents. 

Immediately following the murder, a proclamation was issued offering a reward for information regarding the crime.  Soon after that, Mary, unable to tolerate the atmosphere around Edinburgh, retired to the relative peace and safety of Seton House. 

In mocking reply to the reward offer, the placard campaign was launched.  Overnight, like deadly mushrooms, posters appeared affixed to Edinburgh walls.  Posters listing the names of Bothwell and his "accomplices."  (This list changed and grew with each sign...servants of Bothwell's, servants of Mary's, friends, relatives...even Bothwell's ex-mistress Janet Beaton had the honor of being named on one.) 

Bothwell's portrait was circulated with the caption "Here is the murderer."  (The propaganda methods of the era could hardly be described as subtle.)  The man whom the Scottish common people had previously admired and respected for his leadership qualities, his unshakeable loyalty to Crown and country, and his open antagonism to the hated English, now became known as "Bloody Bothwell."  The placards were ripped down every morning, but overnight, they would reappear, more bold and virulent than the previous day.  An unknown man marched through the Edinburgh streets in the dead of night, loudly calling for vengeance on the murderers of the King.  (What the townsfolk thought of having their sleep continually interrupted is not recorded.) 

The most audacious signs of all soon appeared.  There was a drawing of an arm brandishing a sword, with, above it, the letters "M.R."  Another depicted a crowned mermaid, (oddly reminiscent of the jewel she was said to have bequeathed to Bothwell in her will,) with a hare--a contemporary symbol of witchcraft--surrounded by daggers, who was labeled "J.H."  The symbolism was clear:  Mary Regina, the mermaid, the Circe, the "enchantress," had lured the sorcerer Bothwell into slaughtering her husband, and now she would be protecting him from prosecution.  It was simplistic, crude--and highly effective. 

The actual drawing of the placards was done--with the evident assistance of Kircaldy of Grange--by one James Murray, a Lennox man and long-time antagonist of Bothwell's.  (When Bothwell and Mary asked an acquaintance of Murray's whether he had ever heard Murray speak ill of Bothwell, they received the laconic reply that "he had never heard him say well.") 3 

Mary immediately ordered Murray to appear before her to answer for his treason, personally organized an extensive search for him, and issued a proclamation forbidding all "skippers and mariners" to allow him passage on their ships under pain of death.  Before Murray could be arrested, however, he fled and went into hiding, leaving as an adieu a final poster reciting a long ballad on the murder, along with the lines, "Farewell, gentle Henry, but vengeance on Mary."  This exit was a wise move, as Bothwell had publicly declared that when he discovered who was responsible for the placards, he would "wash his hands in their blood."4 

No one, however, was more ill-at-ease--or who had more reason to be--than Sir James Balfour.  While Bothwell was boldly staring down his accusers, Balfour--perhaps aware of reports that he had bought a quantity of gunpowder before the explosion-- fled town.  When he returned, he was protected by thirty horsemen.  He crept into his house as secretly as possible, and kept a guard outside his door day and night.  It was said he had killed one of his servants for threatening to reveal information "that might trend to the whole discovery of the King's death.5 

While all this was going on, Mary, still visiting the Setons, did her reputation little good when she, less than a week into her widowhood, was seen playing golf with another Seton houseguest--none other than the man widely accused of being responsible for her widowhood, Lord Bothwell.  We are also told of an archery match pairing Mary and Bothwell against Lord Seton and the Earl of Huntly.  The latter pair lost, and as a result gave the winners a dinner party in neighboring Tranent. 

The public's horror (fueled by the Protestant ministers, who were in ecstasies over the whole scandal--Darnley's murder was, to use an appropriately Biblical term, manna from Heaven, as far as the Kirk was concerned) was unbounded.  Socializing with the cruel murderer of her own husband!  (The husband, by now, had become "the innocent lamb.") 

Mary's reaction to the growing accusations against Bothwell was entirely in character.  Five days after the murder, she gave him the reversion of the superiority of the town of Leith, which she had, in 1565, mortgaged to the people of Edinburgh.  She took Edinburgh Castle, the most important military stronghold in Scotland, out of the control of the Earl of Mar (whose wife, Annabella, was sister to that noted artist, James Murray,) and gave its command to a nominee of Bothwell‘s, James Cockburn.  (As a trade-off, she gave the Mars custody of Prince James--an act she was soon to regret.) 

Mary placed all the major fortresses in Scotland in Bothwell's hands.  She flatly refused to remove him from her Council or banish him from her society.  She presented him with furs that had belonged to Mary of Guise, and made some of the finest materials in her personal storehouse into clothing for him.  (These materials happened to be former church vestments--a curious touch that likely did not improve her standing with the Catholics.)  She extended his powers as Scotland's High Admiral.  She gave him jewels and other valuables worth about half a million dollars in today's currency. 6 Mary was clearly throwing down the gauntlet to anyone who sought Bothwell's ruin.  He had never failed to defend her against her enemies.  It was now her turn to defend him. 

With inevitable swiftness, another aspect of the evolving murder scenario was spread--the motive.  Bothwell had murdered the Queen's husband, on her instigation, so they might wed.  The tale that the Queen and Bothwell were in love and planned to marry, now that Darnley was out of the way, spread instantly--by the end of March, the allegation was the talk of Europe. 

None of Mary's friends and allies seems to have disbelieved, or even seriously questioned, the most basic element of the story--that Mary and Bothwell wished to marry, if they could find a way to do so.  (It was not until much later--long after Bothwell had disappeared from the world scene--that some of Mary's defenders came up with the novel idea of portraying Bothwell as so unattractive in appearance and personality that Mary could not possibly have loved him.)  That part of the story, at least, seems unquestionably true. 

As was noted before, the secret to all the most effective propaganda is to have your lies decorating some sort of basic framework of truth.  There seems little reason to doubt that, once Mary had found some respectable way of freeing herself from Darnley, she would have married Bothwell as soon as was decently possible.  The key word, however, is "respectable."  If the pair wished to ensure their marriage, would they risk everything by devising a brutal, obvious murder that left them as the chief suspects in the deed? 

The idea that Mary and Bothwell desired to marry, should it ever be feasible for them to do so, was not in and of itself a crime, however strongly most historians insist on depicting it in that light.  Why, then, would they sabotage all their hopes and expectations by linking this desire with a crime--a crime, moreover, seemingly ideally designed to destroy their plans?  Seen in that light, one could argue that Mary and Bothwell were the last two people in the world likely to blatantly murder Darnley, a man who, moreover, they both knew was suffering from a terminal illness.  They had too much to lose, should they be suspected of his death. 

Such considerations hardly stopped the Earl of Lennox.  It is impossible to say what Lennox really thought about the murder, particularly since, like his son, thinking was not known to be his strong suit.  While he was, of course, gullible enough to believe Mary and Bothwell murdered Darnley in such a hideously clumsy fashion, he would know as well as anyone alive that it was not they who were responsible for the addition of the gunpowder motif. 

Whatever his inner conclusions were, he had as potent a motive as anyone to destroy the pair.  What lay beneath this motive was what lay beneath everything concerning Mary from 1566 onwards:  Prince James.  Now that Darnley was dead, Lennox saw his "grandson" as the key to reviving his family's ambitions.  Once Mary could be eliminated, Lennox probably saw himself acting as Regent for the baby King.  Even if that did not come to pass, he would still want to be rid of Mary.  Once she, at long last, had children of her own, she would have no desire for James to succeed her.  The Earl of Lennox had no wish to be the grandfather of Lady Reres' son.  Once Mary had the choice of seeing either James or Bothwell's child succeed her on the throne, Lennox knew what would happen--a grand switcheroo such as Europe had never seen before.  With himself left holding the short end of the genealogical stick.  He was not about to let that happen. 

Ten days after the murder, Lennox (probably on Elizabeth's instigation--he was as incapable of independent action as Darnley had been) wrote to Mary demanding that his son's "murderers" (i.e. Bothwell) immediately be put on trial.  Mary sent him a sweet letter, signing herself as "your good daughter," expressing sympathy for his tragic loss, and tactfully brushing off his request.  Lennox, in his usual muddleheaded fashion, tried again, expressing his certainty that Bothwell was the murderer, (after all, all those placards said so!) and insisting Mary arrest him and his "accomplices" at once.   (The fact that Lennox did not have--and never would have--any evidence against Bothwell other than his precious placards was ignored by him.) 

There was a good deal more epistolary fencing between Mary and Lennox--it would seem comical if the circumstances had not been so grim--with Lennox, in mounting irritation, demanding Bothwell's head, and Mary answering this Scottish Salome with charming obliviousness.  (At one point, she commented that there were so many being accused it was difficult to know whom to arrest first.)  Finally, in response to Lennox's demands for an immediate inquiry, she pointed out that Parliament was scheduled to meet in April, and that she could not assemble her nobles before then.  At the proper time, the persons accused would be tried, and, if found guilty, punished.  With that, she indicated, Lennox would just have to be content.  In the meantime, she invited Lennox to come to Edinburgh himself to assist in the investigation. 

Lennox did not reply. 

Matters were becoming increasingly difficult for both Mary and Bothwell.  The Queen's obvious stand-by-her-man attitude only served to convince people of her own guilt.  (The more obvious interpretation--that Mary was insisting on treating Bothwell as an innocent man because he was, in fact, innocent, was ignored.  It doesn't seem to have occurred to anyone that if Mary was guilty, she would be doing everything and anything to save her own skin--including agreeing to make Bothwell the scapegoat for the murder.) 

Mary's French Ambassador, the Archbishop of Glasgow, wrote her a letter, which she received the day after the murder, giving her vague warnings of plots against her, even though he had as of yet been unable to learn details of it.  His source was evidently the Spanish Ambassador in Paris, Don Francisco de Alava.   De Alava, who had long been in communication with the Lennoxes--in 1566 he was described as a friend of Darnley's--had previously written to several of his diplomatic contacts that "he had news of a plot forming in Scotland against the Queen." 7 After Kirk o’Field, he voiced the belief that if Darnley had not died, he would have killed his wife. 8 (Interestingly, this Lennox intimate’s first report of Rizzio’s murder was that Darnley "had murdered his wife, admitted the exiled heretics, and seized the kingdom.")9 The Archbishop wrote her, "to take heed of yourself," for "there be some surprise to be trafficked in your contrary."10 

The day she received this letter, she answered the Archbishop, writing that she had, unfortunately, found his news, "in effect over true, albeit the success has not altogether been such as the authors of that mischievous fact had preconceived in their mind, and had put it in execution, if God in his mercy had not preserved us."11 In the letter, she does not bother feigning grief; she merely expresses forthrightly her thankfulness that she herself had escaped the dreadful end intended for her. 

This sentiment, while certainly understandable under the circumstances, (and a tribute to her lack of hypocrisy,) of course did little to dispel the increasing clouds of suspicion surrounding her.  The Archbishop replied with an even more anxious letter, pointing out that, "You yourself have become the object of calumny here, being regarded as having planned and commanded the crime.  If it is not avenged it would be better had you lost your life."12 

Catherine de Medici (who was privately eulogizing Darnley as “that young madman,“) 13gleefully warned that his death needed to be avenged if Mary was to clear herself of complicity.  If Mary did not do so, France would regard her as an enemy.  In truth, the French, if they could only woo the Scottish Lords from their alliance with England, were quite eager to wash their hands of their inconvenient former Queen. 

Mary's opponents were finding the dead Darnley an even more potent weapon against her than Darnley alive.  Her consort was finally seeing, albeit posthumously, all his most nefarious plans against her coming to fruition.  For after all, what could Mary say?  How could she and Bothwell explain a situation they themselves could not fully understand?  What excuses could they make that would not leave them needing to make still more explanations? 

Mary's trip to Glasgow was being used as prime evidence of her complicity in his murder.  Unfortunately, her defense would involve making the admission that she knew of a plot against her consort's life.  And who would believe her if she declared that Darnley himself had mined the house with gunpowder?  She had already expressed the basic truth of the matter--that she had been a target for murder, as well as Darnley--and people were treating this news with scorn.  The Archbishop of Glasgow--who was obviously in contact with informed inside sources--openly declared that Darnley's murder was a plot controlled by England, and that it was a plot where Mary's demise was intended, as well.14 The Archbishop was later said to have specified "that the Lord James was the author of the King's death, and Lord Lennox is deluded and mocked by him, as the Hamiltons in time past were."15 He was ignored. 

And Bothwell?  It was said he had been at Kirk o' Field before the explosion, he had probably been tipped off that night that the house was mined--in the current hysterical lynch-mob atmosphere, anything he and Mary had to say about the murder would only be twisted around as further evidence of their guilt.  No one wanted more than they did to bring the murderers to justice, but now that Darnley was unavailable for questioning, how could Mary and Bothwell know exactly who they were?  They had no choice except to do what they were doing--saying little and moving as cautiously as possible. 

Those few of Darnley's servants who had survived the explosion were, predictably enough, either unable, or, most probably, self-protectively reluctant to provide any real information about the night of the murder.  The value and veracity of their testimony can probably be measured by the fact that we are later given the enriching information that Darnley, before retiring for the night, spent his final waking hours having his servants sing psalms for him. 

Elizabeth, for her part, was being reticent about the murder (although, with the shameless hypocrisy that was so typical of her, she made a point of publicly chiding Mary for the "contempt and neglect" shown in Darnley's quiet funeral.)16 Elizabeth no longer had to act.  She and Cecil had already planted the seed and nurtured the tree.  Now, they merely had to wait for the fruit to ripen.  Whatever Mary said or did at this point, she was trapped.  They assumed that Mary, to save herself, would have no choice but to sacrifice Bothwell.  Certainly, marriage to him was completely out of the question.  The Queen of Scots, once her right-hand man was out of the way, would be utterly defenseless, with no more power in Scotland than the boy who cleaned her shoes, and with her reputation irrevocably besmirched. 

Mary's refusal to prosecute Bothwell, or even to avoid association with him, was something no one had been expecting.  Her stubborn insistence on maintaining their close relationship, which made her look guilty as well, created problems for her enemies.  If given the choice, they did not want to attack her directly.  Open assaults on royalty were, after all, a delicate and dangerous business.  What they wanted was simply to leave her on the throne, but isolated and vulnerable.  It was her uncompromising attitude towards Bothwell that explains the drastic measures taken against her.  She had made it clear to the world that anyone who wished to bring down Bothwell would have to bring her down as well.  This was probably the time that she wrote at least some of the sonnet sequence discovered with the Casket Letters.  Much of the poetry has the theme of Mary's unshakeable devotion and loyalty to Bothwell, no matter what tribulations the pair may have to face, such as:


  "Unto his hands, wholly unto his power

    I place my life, my son, my honor, all

    My country and my subjects, in his thrall

    I am bound closer with each passing hour

    My self-surrender has but one intent

    To show, despite the gathering clouds of strife

    My love for him is deep and permanent

    Blood of my bone, the very breath of life

    Let come fair weather or the rage of rain

    I care not, for my soul is in his keeping

    In harbor of his heart I shall remain

    Constant in happiness, faithful in weeping..."


  



Indeed, even if Mary had no personal feelings for Bothwell, she knew better than anyone how she needed him.  She was well aware how utterly helpless she would be without him.  But by refusing to agree to make him the scapegoat for the murder, she was, in effect, only convincing people that she shared his guilt.  It was a cruel dilemma for Mary.  As usual, she was in deep trouble no matter what she did. 

The propaganda campaign against Bothwell was clouding people's minds quite effectively.  The chorus of cries that Bothwell be tried was growing louder and more vehement.  Mary, who had a fair idea of the sort of judicial inquiry that was intended, refused to hear of it.  She knew Bothwell's enemies would love nothing more than a legal pretext for killing him. 

A few weeks after the murder, Elizabeth sent Sir Henry Killigrew to see Mary.  Ostensibly, he went to Scotland conveying Elizabeth's condolences on her sad loss (most probably, the element of sarcasm implicit in the message was not omitted.)  In reality, one of the main goals of his visit was to press upon Mary the need to have Bothwell formally charged with the crime. 

Although Killigrew found Mary expressing many friendly words towards England, particularly a suitable gratitude for the sympathy of her "dear sister" (Elizabeth was not the only Queen capable of sarcasm,) she was as opposed to the idea of a trial as ever.  It hardly seemed justice to her to prosecute a man simply on the word of some anonymous placards. 

However, Killigrew was determined.  Finally, Elizabeth's envoy was able to cut through Mary's evasions long enough to extract from her a reluctant promise that an inquiry into Bothwell's guilt would be held. 

Mary also received a letter from Killigrew’s Queen, that, when she read it, could scarcely have improved her mood. 

Elizabeth always suffered from the strange delusion that everyone in Scotland, including Mary, was her own subject.  She was very fond of patronizing the Scots, as well as handing out unasked-for advice, and those two propensities were much in evidence in her missive, along with a none-too-subtle hint of menace. 

Elizabeth, who describes herself as Mary's "faithful cousin" and "affectionate friend," then relates the assertions that Mary "will look through your fingers at taking vengeance for this deed and have no intention to touch those who have done you this kindness, as if the act would not have been perpetrated unless the murderers had received assurance of their impunity." 

After assuring Mary that she herself "would not entertain such a thought in my heart for all the gold in the world," Elizabeth goes on to imply that "such a thought" is precisely her own belief by demanding that Mary show more interest in prosecuting the crime, even if it means bringing to judgment "the person who is nearest to you" (a blatant reference to Bothwell.)  She closes by urging Mary "to let no persuasion hinder you from manifesting to the world that you are a noble princess, and also a loyal wife."17 Bothwell himself had come to the conclusion that standing trial was a necessity.  He was in a far worse predicament than Mary, lacking the protection her royal rank gave her, feeble though it was.  For years, his foes had been searching for a way to destroy him for good.  Now that they felt they had at last found it, they surrounded him like a school of long-starved piranhas.  Actual belief in his guilt was not even necessary.  As the Spanish Ambassador in London noted, few people he talked to genuinely believed Bothwell murdered Darnley, but knowing of Mary's desire to wed him, even the English Catholics were willing to make Bothwell the scapegoat for the crime, as a means of preventing the marriage.18 As Bothwell was still the most powerful man in Scotland, people  feared to openly challenge him, but everywhere he went, he faced accusatory stares, whispered allegations, rumors, innuendoes. 

Such a situation was not his natural element.  He was a soldier, not a politician, and had always been proud of it.  His bent was open, straightforward, face-to-face fighting, against enemies he could see and identify.  Such a conflict would pose no problem for him--he would welcome it, in fact.  Behind-the-scenes manipulation and hidden, Machiavellian trickery was utterly unfamiliar ground to Bothwell.  He had little idea how to combat opponents who refused to openly identify themselves. 

Adding to his frustration was the fact that he had been unable to prevent this latest catastrophe.  As with the Rizzio murder, the Queen's enemies had been able to catch him unawares.  Even though Mary's life had been saved, she was now stigmatized as her own husband's murderer. 

On top of everything else, he was hearing of numerous plans to "avenge the King's murder" by assassinating him.  Hearing talk of his murder was certainly nothing new for him, but this additional tension was beginning to take its toll.  It was noted that whenever anyone he did not trust came too near him for his liking, his hand would automatically go to his dagger. 

Bothwell decided that a trial might serve to flush his enemies out.  It would force them, at least, to come out into the open and try their worst against him.  In any case, the charges being made about him--and Mary--could no longer be ignored.  His trial was scheduled for April 12, just before the opening of Parliament. 

Such was the situation on April 5, when Mary and Bothwell took a step of great importance, that may have been known at the time to only a few people:  they became, unofficially at least, husband and wife. 

It is odd that nearly every biography of Mary's makes mention of her so-called "secret marriage" to Darnley--a claim that is, as we have seen, not only tenuous, and illogical, but completely false.  This secret betrothal to Bothwell, which is based on much better evidence, is largely ignored. 

Evidence of a betrothal between Mary and Bothwell comes to us from three documents in the collection of papers known as the "Casket Letters."   The first is an undated promise of Mary's to marry Bothwell as soon as possible.  The second is a longer, official marriage contract, written out in Scots, apparently by the Earl of Huntly, signed by Mary and Bothwell, and witnessed by Huntly and Bothwell's cousin Thomas Hepburn, Parson of Oldhamstocks.  This contract, which is dated April 5, serves as a declaration of their formal commitment to each other as husband and wife, adding that the pair will have a public church ceremony when they consider the time is right to do so. 

In sixteenth-century Scotland, if a couple, verbally or in writing, held themselves to be husband and wife, or even announced their intent to marry, and then consummated their relationship, this was seen as a legally binding marriage ceremony.  The Scots were also famed for the equal ease with which they dispensed with matrimonial ties.  As Jean Gordon had already agreed to file for divorce, (her procuratory in the matter was dated March 20,) it sounds, from the wording of the contract, as though Bothwell's marriage was considered virtually null and void.  (There is also the odd comment recorded later by du Croc.  He stated that Bothwell had said he and Jean had never been legally married at all.  Unfortunately, he does not give any details.) 

The third piece of evidence is one of the Casket Letters themselves, which makes reference to a secret betrothal between the writer and her correspondent. 

Even though only copies of these documents are now known to exist, (and these are probably only copies of copies,) there is no good reason for accepting the desperate claims made by Mary's biographical "defenders" that these papers were forgeries.  Common sense is enough to demonstrate the reverse. 

For one thing, why should they not be genuine?  The need to prove that they are forged comes out of the mistaken assumption that Bothwell was the villainous murderer of tradition, which makes it imperative for Mary's "defenders" to deny any evidence that the Queen had a voluntary relationship with him--no matter how vigorously they have to discard rationality to do so.  Remove that assumption, and these "marriage contracts" become, if anything, a sign in Mary's favor.  They provide evidence that she was not an adulteress.  Whatever her emotional relationship with Bothwell may have been prior to April 5, 1567, this tends to indicate that she did not actually sleep with him until that date, when she had made a formal, binding commitment to him.  If the usual historical image of Bothwell had not become so warped over the centuries, thanks to the propaganda of his enemies, Mary's advocates would, one might think, welcome evidence that her relationship with him was within the bounds of propriety. 

Besides, who in their right minds would forge these documents?  If the April "marriage contract" was not genuine, there were at least four people alive at the time--Bothwell, the Queen, Huntly, and the Parson of Oldhamstocks--who could prove they were forgeries with no trouble whatsoever.  All any of the quartet had to do was say, "I never saw any such thing," to expose Mary's enemies as perjured forgers.  None of them ever did.  The absence of their denials should be sufficient, albeit silent, refutation of the forgery arguments.  And, in any case, the "marriage contracts" were all but ignored by her enemies, thus indicating that they realized how worthless they were as evidence against Mary.  So why on Earth would they manufacture them? 

The only question about this "marriage contract" is, why did Mary and Bothwell take this step when they did? 

It could be hypothesized that Mary figured that two months of widowhood, in the case of a husband like Darnley, was a more-than-generous mourning period, and that she saw no reason why she should postpone her attempts to, at last, find some personal happiness.  Perhaps, considering all the controversy surrounding them, she and Bothwell decided it was "now or never" as far as their marriage went. 

Probably, however, the main clue to the explanation of their timing lay in the fact that this "contract" was signed a week before Bothwell's trial.  Was this their ultimate protection against any attempts to railroad a conviction against Bothwell--that, if worse came to worst, the couple could argue that the Queen could hardly be expected to sanction the execution of her own husband? 

All this, however, was but a part of the behind-the-scenes preparations Bothwell made for his trial.  He knew his enemies saw this event as their best chance for ridding themselves of him.  He was not about to make that easy for them. 

Added evidence of the danger he was in came when Moray, a few days before the trial, suddenly announced to Mary that he had a hankering for foreign travel.  He would be leaving immediately.  Mary, having no plausible excuse to detain him, had little choice but to give her grudging consent. 

Moray had a talent for suddenly disappearing from view whenever anything unpleasant happened to those who were not his friends (as was the case with the Darnley murder.)  Bothwell could not have interpreted this mysterious Continental jaunt of his as a positive sign.  It is certain that Mary did not.  It is recorded that after her brother took his formal leave of her, she was practically in tears.  And not because she longed for Moray's company. 

It has to be kept in mind that trials in sixteenth-century Scotland were run on somewhat unorthodox lines.  Perry Mason would feel decidedly out of his element.  What, essentially, the formal judicial process came down to was this:  If the defendant was powerful enough to come to the courthouse with a sufficiently large and intimidating-looking entourage in tow, he was acquitted, or the trial was abandoned altogether.  If he did not, he was convicted.  Whatever else one may have to say about the system, it was a straightforward sort of interpretation of law and order that could be clearly understood by one and all. 

Bothwell, accordingly--and this was nothing more than the expected business precaution--sent for some four thousand of his Borderers to come to Edinburgh for a brief civics lesson.  For several days before the trial, streams of his soldiers filled the capital. Bothwell made sure his accusers knew what a dangerous proposition it would be to stand against him. 

No one was realizing this more than the Earl of Lennox, still cowering in Glasgow, and by now beginning to feel he had bitten off rather more than he could chew.  Things were not going quite the way he had pictured. 

For one thing, it was finally beginning to dawn on him that he had no evidence whatsoever to present against Bothwell, and insufficient time or opportunity to manufacture any. 

For another, he realized, to his alarm, that Mary had managed to outfox him.  Under normal circumstances, the Crown would be the official accuser in the trial, with the original complainants, such as Lennox, appearing merely as witnesses.  Mary was having none of that.  She, instead, had Lennox named as accuser, thus revising the proceedings from a state prosecution under the direction of the monarch to a private dispute, and one where Lennox himself would have the onus of proving guilt.  Her message to him (and the world) was clear:  You wanted this trial--now you can prosecute it! 

As if to underline this maneuver, Mary sent a message to Lennox reminding him that Scots law forbade him, the accuser, from appearing at the bar with a force larger than four men.  As he had been intending to bring several thousand or so, this information naturally only added to his discomfiture. 

In desperation, he wrote to Mary asking that the trial be postponed.  There was a curious reversal of positions going on.  Mary and Bothwell, now that they felt they had the upper hand in the situation, were quite eager for this trial.  The sooner they could officially clear his name, the better. 

All Mary had to do to refuse Lennox's request was to quote his own words to her.  She reminded him that, after all, Lennox had demanded that Bothwell be tried as soon as possible.  The two months that had passed since the murder should have been more than enough time for him to gather whatever evidence there was to be found.  She told him curtly to be at the courthouse on April 12--with the requisite tiny entourage--ready to make whatever case against Bothwell he could.19 

Lennox resorted to soliciting Elizabeth's help.  He asked her to write Mary herself asking for a postponement of the trial--with Bothwell, of course, being safely imprisoned until the new court date. 

Elizabeth complied, but her letter to Mary, like most of her actions, was deliberately intended to be too little, and too late.   Her messenger, one John Selby, did not arrive in Edinburgh until the morning of the trial. 

Word had already reached Holyrood of his mission.  Poor Selby, clearly bursting with pride at his role as royal emissary, soon became sadly deflated.  His reception at the palace was not a friendly one.  When he presented himself at the front door of Holyrood, bright and early on the morning of the 12th, all eagerness to deliver his precious letter, he was greeted with the news that the Queen was asleep, and was advised curtly to return at a more hospitable hour. 

Not knowing what else to do,  Selby, with the escort he had hired to guide him through the city, wandered aimlessly around Edinburgh for several hours, bumping into Bothwell's men at every turn. 

When he returned to Holyrood, a large gathering had already collected in the courtyard, waiting to see the man of the hour off.  Selby heard the crowd suddenly let out a yell, as Bothwell came out the front door.  Flummoxed, Selby attempted to approach the Earl, through the throng that surrounded him, trying to find some way to complete his mission. 

Bothwell's friends received Selby with varying degrees of incivility, but at last, Lethington (who, now that Bothwell was riding high, was his old enemy's most fawning flunky,) took the letter, and disappeared inside the palace.  Some considerable time later, Lethington reemerged, and when Selby waylaid him, the hapless letter-carrier was told that Queen Mary was still sound asleep--impossible for her to be disturbed, of course--so she would, alas, not be able to read Elizabeth's letter until much, much later.  Now, as everyone was leaving for the courthouse, Selby must excuse him... 

As Bothwell rode out of the courtyard, surrounded by the cheering throng of his well-wishers, he glanced upwards.  Everyone there--including Selby--who cared to follow  his gaze saw Mary, fully dressed and quite wide awake, standing at an upper window, Mary Fleming at her side.  As Bothwell rode past, the Queen smiled and nodded an encouraging good-bye to him. 

Bothwell's trial was hardly one for the law school textbooks.  He and Mary, between them, had arranged for his acquittal to be a foregone conclusion.  It must be kept in mind, however, that his conviction would have been a much greater farce.  Irregular, by modern standards, as it was, the result could scarcely be called a miscarriage of justice. 

Lennox declined to attend, sending a servant, Robert Cunningham, in his place.  Cunningham repeated his master's wish that the court be postponed.  Bothwell's counsel, in response, pointed to the letters Lennox had written the Queen demanding an immediate trial.  When no one brought any evidence against him, and Bothwell himself (according to his memoir) presented witnesses who gave him a complete alibi for the time of the murder, the proceedings were essentially over.  The jury--consisted largely of Bothwell's enemies--went through the pretense of deliberation, and, undoubtedly to their great regret, produced a verdict of "not guilty." 

Bothwell immediately posted a few placards of his own.  He had proclamations displayed announcing his acquittal, adding (as Bothwell himself quoted in his memoir,) "For the defense of my honor and reputation, if there is anyone of the nobility or commons, rich or poor, who wishes to accuse me of open or secret treason, let him come forward and I will give him combat in this rightful cause."  (Bothwell, in his account of events, adds, with a definite undertone of disappointment, "But not a man took up my challenge."20 He always did have trouble finding people willing to fight him.) 

Two days later, the Parliament--the final one of Mary's reign--opened.  Even though Bothwell was now seemingly at the peak of his power, and held Parliament--and Scotland--virtually in the palm of his hand, he made no effort to enrich himself, or mold the various laws and grants to his own advantage, as had become the tradition among all of Scotland's various leaders.  (It should be noted that, for all the abuse and insults Bothwell's adversaries directed towards him, no one ever accused him of being greedy.  He appeared, in fact, to have been the rarest of creatures--someone who was genuinely disinterested in money for its own sake.)  The only legislation that directly concerned him was an act confirming Mary's earlier grant to him of Dunbar, a bequest to his friend, David Chalmers, and--this must have been particularly dear to Bothwell's heart--a law banning defamatory placards.  In an evident attempt to conciliate the more dangerous Lords, some thirty other deeds, many of them to Mary's most notorious enemies, were also ratified. 

The last day of the legislative session was April 19.  That evening, before all the members left Edinburgh, Bothwell carried out the next step necessary for him and Mary to go on with their lives together:  He threw a dinner party. 

This gathering, which was most likely held in Bothwell’s apartments in Holyrood, was attended by nearly all the leading figures in Scotland politics, both Protestant and Catholic.  For after-dinner entertainment, Bothwell provided what had become de rigeuer at all Scottish social events--a bond for everyone to sign. 

This document began innocuously enough.  The first part merely called upon the signers to give their approval of Bothwell's acquittal, and to testify to their willingness to assert Bothwell's innocence of Darnley's murder, no matter what slanders his enemies may try to spread to the contrary. 

It was Part Two that must have caught everyone's attention.  It declared, now that the Queen "was destitute of a husband, in which solitary state the common weal may not permit her to remain," they could imagine no better consort for her than the Earl of Bothwell.  Should the Queen "so far to humble herself" by accepting his suit, then the undersigned would swear to "further the marriage, hold its adversaries as their own enemies, spend life and goods in its defense, or else be accounted in all time hereafter as unworthy and faithless traitors."21 

Everyone who signed did so without a murmur, it seems.  Much later, after most of the signers had risen in arms against Mary and Bothwell, using their marriage as a pretext to revolt, the excuse made by the "unworthy and faithless traitors" for signing the bond was that Bothwell had surrounded them with his soldiers, thus implying they signed under duress.  There is no evidence of this.  While Bothwell was quite capable of a stunt of that sort, should it have been absolutely necessary, it is quite clear that no show of force was needed.  In any case, he would not have wanted the signers to have such a convenient excuse to back away from their pledged word.  The other reason that was later given for their acquiescence--namely, that they were made aware that Mary, as well as Bothwell, wished them to sign--is the only plausible one.  It is not impossible that Bothwell also made them aware of the April 5 "marriage contract"--that, in fact, they were simply recognizing a fait accompli.  Whether they supported the marriage or not, the signers would see they really had no choice but to approve Mary and Bothwell's union, knowing that it had, in effect, already taken place. 

Can anyone truly imagine that Bothwell would present his guests with such a document without the Queen's prior knowledge and approval?  Or that anyone would dare to sign it?  If it should happen that Mary disapproved of their dealings, they could all have expected, at the very least, to feel the full force of the royal indignation at the idea of her subjects arranging marriages for her behind her back. 

Mary, of course, expressed no such outrage, then or later.  Further evidence that this bond was drawn up with her consent is the fact that Mary never once chastised anyone for signing this bond--which surely she would have done if it had not been to her liking.  Instead, she later furiously attacked the Lords for not sticking to their written promise to support the marriage! 

The next day, April 20, William Kirkcaldy, one of the many Scottish lords who supplemented his income by working as one of Cecil's spies, wrote to the Earl of Bedford an update on recent events in Scotland. 

He related, "The same night the Parliament was dissolved, Bothwell called the most part of the noblemen to supper, for to desire of them their promise in writing and consent for the Queen's marriage, which he will obtain; for she has said that she cares not to lose France, England, and her own country for him, and shall go with him to the world's end in a white petticoat ere she leave him."22
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Chapter 26





  -Twenty Six-
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Everything, so far, was going the way Mary and Bothwell had intended.  Bothwell was legally cleared of the murder.  All the leading figures in Scotland had signed a bond approving their marriage--a marriage which had, unofficially, already taken place.  They saw little that could stop them. 

Their enemies could not see any difficulty for Mary and Bothwell, either.  This growing suspicion that the pair might, once again, get the upper hand sent many into a panic.  Bothwell was a formidable enough opponent already.  As King of Scotland, he would be nearly unstoppable.   With his marriage to Mary, he would even be in line to become King of England itself! 

Now, there was a picture.  Mary and Bothwell, with all of Great Britain at their command. 

And having children!  Cecil had been picturing young James as the ideal King...someone who was, in fact as well as theory, no real King at all.  But once Bothwell had fathered Mary's child (which, from what Cecil had been hearing recently, would likely be quite soon now,) all bets were off.  Those two would create a dynasty likely to dominate Britain--the world, perhaps!--for generations. 

Cecil, on picturing that scene, must have felt like he was viewing something straight out of the Book of Revelations.  As he himself said, so monstrous an outrage must be prevented.  Worse, whether people believed in Bothwell's guilt or not, it was beginning to look as though he might actually be able to survive the charges leveled against him regarding the Darnley murder.  The Queen of Scots was unabashedly doing everything in her power to see that he did. 

Yes, the murder was proving inadequate as a means of turning public opinion against Bothwell for good.  The Queen, however...if he could be presented as someone who had done great harm to the Queen...that would be seen as unforgivable. 

It would also provide the perfect moral cover for open rebellion.  The rebels were not committing treason against the Crown--they were saving the Queen and the country from the clutches of a scoundrel! 

Lethington and Balfour quickly came together to find a way to combat the upcoming disaster.  They had as much to fear from this marriage as anyone.  Lethington and Bothwell had always been bitter enemies--and it was known, to Bothwell, the Queen, and virtually everyone else,  that Lethington had played a major role in plotting Darnley's murder.  Bothwell, once he had secured his position, could use this knowledge to send Lethington to the gallows any time he pleased.  Balfour, for his part, knew Bothwell had no liking for him, either--Bothwell was just making temporary use of him. 

Although both men had reason to be rid of Bothwell, they were both, at the moment, ostensibly in his camp.  This gave them, more than anyone, a perfect opportunity to contrive his ruin. 

How was that to be done?  What more could be said about a man who was publicly accused of regicide? 

From what we know, it can be speculated that the plan was formulated in the following manner: 

Lethington and Balfour recalled the Arran kidnapping plot of 1562.  That had been the most successful effort to date against Bothwell.  Even though they had been unable to achieve his execution, he had at least been imprisoned and exiled for nearly three years.  The mere assertion that he had sought to kidnap the Queen had almost rid Scotland of him for good.  If he could be manipulated into actually committing the deed, he would be finished. 

But how was this to be done?  They realized that the only way to trap Bothwell was to make use of his one weak spot--Mary herself.  There was nothing he would not do to try and protect her.  Rumors were already spreading of schemes to use drastic, violent measures to prevent Mary from marrying Bothwell.  It would be easy to persuade him that the only way to keep her from falling into the hands of her enemies would be for Bothwell to carry her out of danger.  It would then be no problem to present this to the world as a "kidnapping."  After all, he had been accused of doing it before! 

The day after the bond signing, April 20, Balfour went to Bothwell.  The lawyer warned him that the Queen was in grave danger.  Darnley may be dead, but his confederates in the gunpowder plot were still on the loose, ready to try again.  They knew they would have to move quickly, before he and Mary were publicly married.  Their ultimate intention was to gain control of Prince James, and crown him in Mary's place, replacing Darnley as designated puppet.  Balfour said he suspected that they had infiltrated Mary's personal guard--after all, who would be in a better position to get at her?  They were just waiting for the chance to gain control of both Mary and James at the same time. 

This sounded plausible enough to Bothwell.  After all, Moray had tried to kidnap both Mary and Darnley before their marriage.  And he and Mary had already decided that the next day, she would travel to Stirling Castle, where the Mars were keeping the Prince, and bring the baby back with her.1 They did not trust Mar's loyalty--not only was he Moray's uncle, but his wife was James Murray's sister and a blood relative of the Lennoxes--and, knowing how the child could be used against Mary, they wanted James in their own custody. 

If this was true--that there were traitors in her own bodyguard--this trip to Stirling would be the rebels' ideal opportunity.  Once they had possession of both Mary and James, they would be in control. 

Balfour pointed out to Bothwell that if he openly waylaid Mary--let everyone know he was preventing her from returning to Edinburgh--that would have the effect of flushing their enemies out.  Likely, it would force the conspirators to make themselves known to them, so Bothwell would, at last, know with whom he was dealing. Bothwell had no trust in Balfour himself, but he did have reason to trust his information.  After all, he had provided invaluable information about Kirk o' Field.  In any case, he was not going to take any chances. 

Accordingly, the next day, Mary, leaving most of her normal guard behind in Edinburgh, left for Stirling to fetch the child.  She kept her retinue as small as possible, so as to put the Mars off their guard.  Lethington asked permission to join Mary, and the Queen, having no reason to refuse, agreed.  Besides, his presence--as he was known to hardly be a friend of Bothwell's--might make the Mars more likely to hand the child over.  Lethington, for his part, wished to be a witness to the planned scene, to immediately go and spread the word of the Queen's brutal abduction. 

While she was gone, Bothwell intended to gather troops.  He thought it would be necessary for the pair to have a strong escort.  He and Mary had determined that he would meet her on her return journey and bring her and the Prince to Dunbar. 

Before he left, he got a surreptitious visit from Mary Fleming.  She knew Lethington well enough to know when her husband was up to no good.  He had been looking even more smug than usual of late.  And she had wondered about his strange determination to accompany the Queen to Stirling. 

When Fleming relayed this information, Bothwell knew where the immediate source of danger lay.  It was now not only necessary for him to bring Mary and James to safety, he had to get control of Lethington as well--both to get information out of him, and to hold him as hostage against any surprise attacks his confederates might attempt. 

All this planning was, of necessity, something of a last-minute, thrown-together affair for Bothwell.  He was able to send Mary only quick, rather vague messages of his plans.  He himself was not sure what they were, yet--he only realized that, now, it would be necessary for him to "kidnap" Mary, as well, both as a cover for his abduction of Lethington, and so that Mary, if need be, could provide him with a general pardon afterwards.  He wasn't sure what steps he would have to take against this latest bit of mischief-making.  He might truly have to kill someone this time.  He and Mary needed to be ready for any contingency. 

This sense of general uncertainty is evident from the three "Casket Letters" Mary wrote him which deal with the abduction.  It is clear from these letters, which seem to have been written just before the event, that Mary was very confused and uncertain about what, precisely, was going on.  She anxiously asks Bothwell to inform her exactly what he intends as soon as possible.  She is clearly very uneasy, but she assures Bothwell she is ready to follow along with whatever he decides.  She also warns him of the possible treachery of Huntly, who, she indignantly reports, was suddenly attempting to persuade her to abandon her plans to marry Bothwell, calling it a "mad enterprise." 

Mary's trip to Stirling was not a success.  The Mars, having heard of Mary's intention to remove the child from their custody, were wary.  They allowed Mary to bring no one except two of her ladies with her to see the child, and they kept him well guarded. 2 They were well aware of the value of having physical possession of the little poker chip, and they were not about to fold their hand without a fight. 

This act of defiance of the Mars' was, of course, fairly treasonous, but Mary felt she was in no position at the moment to challenge them on it.  There was too much else going on to get into open warfare over James.  There would be time enough to get the boy later.  (As it happened, this was to be the last time Mary and James, who was then ten months old, would ever meet.)  At Stirling, Mary also wrote an unsolicited letter to the former Papal nuncio, the Bishop of Mondovi, avowing her dedication to her kingdom and her religion.  Her sudden need to assure the Pope's representative of her loyalty implies not only her plan to soon marry, but her awareness of how it would be seen by the world--an implication confirmed by Mondovi's reaction to this missive.  Before he ever learned of Mary's "kidnapping" and marriage, Mondovi interpreted the letter to mean that the Queen of Scots, unless she could be persuaded otherwise, would wed the Earl of Bothwell, "who has ever been the Queen's most trusty and obedient adherent." 3 

Her return journey was interrupted by a particularly severe attack of pain in her side from her probable spastic colon (likely brought on by the stress she was under,)  which forced her to pause at a roadside cottage.  She and her entourage spent the night at Linlithgow castle while she recuperated.  There was a report that Bothwell made a secret nighttime visit to Linlithgow to confer with Huntly, who led her escort.  This is unproven, but plausible, given Mary's letter expressing her alarm over Huntly's untrustworthiness. 

The following day, April 24th, as Mary and her entourage neared Almond Bridge, a few miles outside Edinburgh, they were met by Bothwell, who was leading a large company of men.  He rode up to the Queen, and grabbing her horse's bridle, announced courteously but firmly that she was in great danger.  She was to come along with him.  Some of her party tried to make a protest, but Mary immediately quelled them.  She announced placidly that she was ready to go wherever Lord Bothwell wished.  James Melville, the memoirist, who claims that he was in Mary's group at this time, writes that when he continued to express alarm at this latest development, one of Bothwell's henchmen soothingly told him not to worry.  Wasn't he aware that the Queen knew perfectly well they were going to do this? 

Lethington could scarcely control his smirks. Let's see Bothwell wriggle out of this one!  he must have thought.  He could barely wait to return to Edinburgh and rouse the people to arms against the cruel brute who had abducted their Queen.  To his consternation, Bothwell's attention turned to him.  He would be accompanying the Queen, he dryly informed Lethington.  Come along. 

And so the little party, escorted by Bothwell's soldiers, turned and began riding towards Dunbar, Mary--all accounts agree on this--the image of untroubled acquiescence throughout.  The caravan arrived peacefully at Dunbar around midnight. 

This scenario seems the only rational way to explain Mary's "abduction."  The notion that this was any sort of actual kidnapping makes no sense whatsoever.  Even if you leave aside the evidence of the Casket Letters and the April 5 marriage contract--which is not easy to do--and ignore the fact that not one of their contemporaries was fooled by the little farce for a moment; that everyone knew perfectly well (in the words of the Spanish Ambassador in London) "all had been arranged beforehand"4 (more than one source reported Mary and Bothwell's plans before the event took place); even ignoring the fact that Bothwell, in all the years he knew Mary, had never shown anything but the most chivalrous devotion to her, despite the constant incentives aimed at persuading him to abandon his loyalty to the Crown; not to mention the fact that Bothwell would have been insane to alienate Mary, the only true ally he had, by forcing her into an unwanted marriage--how in the world does one explain Mary's behavior otherwise?  All one has to do is to contrast her behavior during this episode with every other crisis of her life--the Chastelard and Rizzio troubles in particular.  This was clearly not a submissive woman.  She had always reacted to the slightest affront to her royal dignity with prompt, decisive, outraged action. 

Now, one of her subjects waylays her and carries her off to one of his fortresses--surely a disrespectful act if ever there was one--and what does she do?  In a word, nothing.  She submits without a murmur.  There is never, at any time, so much as a hint of protest at the outrage.  We have seen already the indomitable way she eluded a whole savage mob of her captors after Rizzio's murder.  Are we to believe that, one year later, she was completely unable to even attempt to free herself from the custody of one man? 

Antonia Fraser explains this incongruity in her usual fashion--by painting Mary as a hapless nincompoop.  She describes poor, poor, pitiful Mary as moving "in a trance," a mental and emotional "zombie," 5in the clutches of a heartless rapist (she boldly asserts this latter charge, despite certain troublesome shortcomings to her statement--for one, she was also forced to grudgingly concede that the "kidnapping" was collusive, and for another, Mary herself never claimed anything of the sort had happened,) who is hopelessly unable to lift a finger or utter a peep of complaint at her own brutal degradation.  (The issue of why, once she returned to Edinburgh, Mary did not simply have Bothwell arrested and executed for his treasonous behavior is not explained.) 

Fraser's degrading allegations against Bothwell do not withstand scrutiny; yet she seems dedicated to convincing the reader that Mary, throughout her life, was a feckless half-wit, lurching from one self-made disaster to another. 

The real puzzle is this:  Why did Mary and Bothwell stage the kidnapping?  The usual explanation--then and since--is that it gave Mary an excuse to remarry so soon after her husband's death.  One would think, however, that the marriage bond, signed by Scotland's leading figures, was adequate for that.  And when they wed, Mary avoided using the kidnapping as an excuse at all.  On the contrary, she was very eager to convince the world that she was marrying entirely of her own free will, as a carefully thought-out decision--not simply because she was abducted.  The main clue to their actions comes from George Buchanan.  He said the primary reason for the "kidnapping" was to provide Mary with an excuse for issuing Bothwell a pardon.  Since Bothwell supposedly committed treason--the highest crime possible--by abducting her, a pardon would also absolve him of all lesser crimes. 

Buchanan's writings about Mary, as has been noted before, tend to consist of small elements of truth, dressed in flagrant lies.  The story about the pardon is an example of this.  The basic story that Mary and Bothwell staged the abduction so she could officially pardon Bothwell is probably true.  It is the most reasonable explanation for their action.  Where Buchanan veers off into never-never land is in his claim that Bothwell needed a pardon for the Darnley murder. 

This could hardly be true.  Bothwell had already been lawfully acquitted of the murder.  A pardon was unnecessary.  (And, in any case, is regicide not considered treason?)  The reason was obviously something else--something that Buchanan or the couple's other enemies did not wish to divulge.  This meant it had to do with some subversive act of their own--otherwise, why would Buchanan refuse to say what it was? 

This much is clear:  It was something involving Lethington, as were most nefarious activities of the period.  Why was he on this trip with Mary in the first place?  And why, when the group reached Dunbar, and other members of Mary's escort were allowed to depart, was Lethington forced to remain?  Surely, it was not because Mary and Bothwell felt unable to do without his society.  The whole "abduction" business revolved around him.  Bothwell was not merely conducting a sham kidnapping of the Queen--he was conducting a sham kidnapping to obscure the real kidnapping of Lethington.  (At least one contemporary report, in fact, specifically names Lethington as a target in the encounter.)6 

Lethington was--as usual--helping to organize some plot against Bothwell and Mary, and this abduction was intended to foil it.  This also explains why Buchanan needed to hide the true story from the world. 

Bothwell, Mary, and her escort arrived at Dunbar by evening.  Soon after, he and Huntly took Lethington aside, Bothwell furiously demanding to know the entire story--what was intended against the Queen, and who was involved.  In the heat of the moment, Huntly, with Bothwell's evident approval, would have killed him--or so Lethington later claimed--but Mary stopped him.  She did this less from personal sentiment, than because she saw he must be spared, in the hopes of getting information from him.  Besides, the last thing Bothwell needed was to become implicated in another murder.  Once his temper cooled, Bothwell agreed.  He settled for keeping Lethington under secure guard. 

This done, Mary and Bothwell felt they had earned themselves a bit of a holiday.  Bothwell, writing later about this period, stated that "I held the Queen in no captivity, but I loved and honored her with such humility as she deserved,"7 and there seems little reason to doubt his word.  All the accounts we have of their ten days at Dunbar describe, not a cowering, helpless captive and her ruthless slavemaster, but a honeymooning couple, throwing a house party. 

A number of Mary's ladies, including Bothwell's sister Janet, came to attend her, as well as some of the pair's other friends.  There were horseback riding expeditions around the countryside and archery matches.  A Privy Council meeting was held.  A visitor to Dunbar at this time reported seeing the couple casually strolling together along the castle's grounds, Bothwell, in particular, showing "tokens of mirth."8 

While they were at Dunbar, Bothwell's marriage was officially dissolved.  The fact that this was perhaps the most blatantly collusive divorce on record, as well as the authorities' knowledge that the process was virtually a Royal edict, no doubt helped speed matters.  There was no trouble from the Gordon clan.  Mary had earlier secured their acquiescence by a Parliamentary Act officially restoring the family earldom and estates they had forfeited to the Crown in 1562.  Jean herself, who got her own separate compensation from Bothwell in the form of his finest estate, (which her practical nature definitely appreciated,) perhaps fared best of all.  She married the wealthy Earl of Sutherland a few years later, and, thirty years after her marriage to Bothwell ended, following the deaths of both Sutherland and Mary Beaton, Jean wed her first suitor, Alexander Ogilvie.  As Andrew Lang wrote, "their conversation must have been rich in curious reminiscences."9 

It was Lethington who was not faring terribly well.  Mary and Bothwell's enemies were gathering at Stirling, planning how to combat this upcoming marriage, and they were deeply suspicious of Lethington's failure, both during and after the “abduction,” to join them.  He sent them messages protesting piteously that he, not Mary, was the prisoner, but Lethington had such an impressive reputation as an accomplished liar that no one believed him.  The Lords seemed to suspect he was double-dealing them for dark, murky reasons of his own.  It was a classic case of the boy who cried wolf. 

On May 6, Mary and Bothwell realized it was time to return to Edinburgh and confront their opponents.  They found the capital in a state of bewilderment.  The people hardly knew what to make of this latest bizarre development involving their Queen. 

The Lords, of course, knew exactly what to make of it--a public relations bonanza for all foes of Bothwell and the Queen.  Enemy agents spread the word throughout Scotland that Bothwell had kidnapped their beloved Queen and held her prisoner until he had brutalized her into accepting his hand in marriage.  And the beast was clearly still keeping her captive--after all, she seemed never to leave his side!  Why, he had the poor girl so subjugated that she was failing to even bring him to justice for this latest indecency of his, so soon after his slaughter of her husband!  Since the Queen was obviously unable to save herself, it was imperative that her people do so!  The Lords at Stirling called upon all her loyal subjects to rally behind them to free the Queen from Bothwell's evil yoke! 

Many of "the ignorant folk" (to use a phrase of Bothwell's) believed them.  After all, how could they know otherwise?  He did, after all, indisputably, carry off the Queen to Dunbar.  He must have murdered the King (who was becoming more of a universally beloved saint with each public pronouncement of the Lords)--did not all those placards tell them so?  And for Mary to agree to marry such a man...she must either be his terrorized slave or his wicked partner in crime!  (The Lords went back and forth between these two scenarios, depending on which was more convenient at the time.  As a matter of fact, Mary's biographers still largely do so, to this very day.  So much for truth being the daughter of time.) 

Either way, the increasingly intense public demonization of Bothwell was essential.  Whether people believed he was Mary's heartless ravisher or her evil genius, it fit in perfectly with the plans of those who wished to get both him and the Queen out of the way. 

When the stories went on to say that Bothwell next intended the murder of the Prince (again, some versions of the tale having Mary as his accomplice) people saw no reason to doubt that, either.  Bothwell was rapidly being established as a man who was capable of anything.  It was all a striking (and quite disturbing) example of how easily people's perceptions can be manipulated and distorted.  Bothwell, Scotland's one patriot and Mary's most loyal and effective friend was, on the word of proven traitors, murderers, spies, double-agents, and liars, being publicly fixed as the leading blight on Scotland and danger to the Queen! 

Shortly after her "imprisonment,"  Mary received a message from certain of the Lords, who were still hesitant to make open warfare against the Queen herself.  With the intention of giving her one last-minute chance to abandon her upcoming marriage, they asked if she wished to separate herself from Bothwell.  She gave them an unequivocal no.  While it was true, she said, that Bothwell had interrupted her journey and carried her off, she had ever since "been so well used and treated that she had no cause to complain, and she wished them to quiet themselves."10 

As evidence of her pardon, (conscientiously recorded by Bothwell’s lawyer,) and to prove she was not marrying under duress, Mary appeared before the Court of Session.  "Whereas the judges," we are told the Queen declared, "had made some doubt to sit for the administration of justice, in consequence of her captivity; she desired them to understand that although she had been displeased at her capture, the Earl's subsequent good behavior, the recollection of his past services, and the hope of further service from him in the future had induced her to forgive him.  She was now free, and under no restraint.  The business of the state could go forward as usual, and as a token of her favor she intended to promote the Earl to further honor."11 

Mary and Bothwell got another taste of the reception their marriage plans were getting when they sent word to John Craig, the Edinburgh minister, ordering him to read the banns announcing their upcoming wedding.  At first, he refused, declaring that he could not, unless ordered to by the Queen herself, in her own hand.  This demand was sent, along with her assurance that she had not been kidnapped against her will, "nor yet retained in captivity." 12 Craig finally complied, but insisted that "to give boldness to others" he be allowed to address the Queen and her betrothed in person.  When given an audience before the Council, he took the opportunity to charge Bothwell with, among other things, adultery, violating "the ordinance of the Kirk," collusion between him and his wife in the divorce, not to mention "the suspicion of the King's death, which his marriage would confirm." 

Bothwell, unsurprisingly, answered "nothing to my satisfaction."  The following Sunday Craig--undoubtedly aware that in the current political climate the Queen and Bothwell did not dare punish him, no matter what the provocation--delivered a sermon where he "publicly took heaven and earth to witness that he abhorred and detested the proposed marriage."13 

Summoned before the Privy Council and charged with having passed the "bounds of his commission" (a curiously mild way of describing his actions) by calling the marriage "odious and slanderous before the world," the garrulous minister--obviously enchanted at the opportunity to harangue the highest in the land--treated them to a long peroration on their "odious and scandalous" marriage, where he declared that "the bounds of my commission" was "the Word of God."  Craig added resentfully that "while I was coming to my probation," Bothwell "put me to silence and sent me away." 14 

Mary's allies throughout Europe were in a state of shock.  It is important to note that none of them appeared to believe that she was a poor, helpless victim being unwillingly dragged to the altar--it was only much later, after her imprisonment made her cause again respectable, that her supporters relied on this defense (which, the Spanish Ambassador in London sardonically commented, showed that "friends easily persuade themselves of the truth of what they wish to believe.")15 They were simply astonished that she would throw away her political future by marrying an accused murderer, a proven kidnapper, a suspected rapist, and--worst by far in Catholic eyes--an unquestioned heretic, alchemist, and sorcerer. 

The Pope, unable to believe what he was hearing about events in Scotland, requested information on the Queen of Scots from his agents.  Did she truly intend to marry this man?  They soon reported back that indeed, she did, one adding the later remark that Bothwell "permitted himself to be led as the Queen pleased." 16 Disgusted, the Holy Father, with true Christian charity and tolerance, soon announced that "he would not hold further communication with her, unless in time to come she showed better signs of her life and religion than she had in the past."17 Du Croc warned Mary that if she married Bothwell, she would forfeit his country’s friendship.  When he saw she was determined to go through with her plans, he refused to attend the ceremony, and attached himself to the Lords, in the hope of gaining their alliance--and the possession of Prince James--for France.  Even Mary's confessor could not dissuade her from the match, and he returned to the Continent. 

What were Mary and Bothwell thinking?  Why, a mere three months after the murder of her husband--a murder which they both, by now, were popularly believed to have committed--did they take such a suicidal step? 

Perhaps it is largely in hindsight that their marriage looked so suicidal.  While it is true there were scattered mutterings about the ultimate step--deposing Mary and crowning James as King--such talk was, as yet, confined to an extreme fringe of their enemies.  Mary and Bothwell had faced rabble-rousers, threats, and open rebellion before, and had never failed to triumph over them.  This was the worst challenge to date, but they saw no reason to believe they would not be a match for this one as well.  And, in fact, were it not for several crucial instances of Mary's usual appalling tendency to become Fate's dart-board, they indeed would have bested their enemies, in the end. 

With this sense of their own indomitability in mind, they felt whatever initial difficulties they had to face would be worth the rewards their marriage would bring them.   Once they were married, they would have not only personal affection, but the benefits of an effective working partnership, as well.  Mary would provide Bothwell with royal rank and authority to carry out his plans for Scotland.  He, meanwhile, would be the loyal, intelligent, and effective political helpmeet that Francis and Darnley so painfully were not.  (Strangely enough, many of Mary's biographers--after characterizing Bothwell as an opportunist, murderer, brute, rapist, and all-around knave--inevitably wind up by commenting that Bothwell would, under more normal circumstances, have made a rather good King!)  On top of this, the two of them would have children who, with their combined attributes and bloodlines, would, Mary was certain, be the greatest line of Kings and Queens Britain had ever seen.  All that, for two people as fearless and contemptuous of their enemies as they, was worth a few nasty insinuations and disgruntled nobles.  If they did not seize the moment and marry now, who knew what would be done next to try and separate them forever? 

This was, after all, the one chance at personal happiness Mary had ever been given.  Perhaps her precipitate marriage was something of an act of rebellion against all the misery the world had given her.  In her first two unions, she had done the "right thing," and accepted the politically approved, sensible, practical choice, with the world's blessings--and had done nothing but suffer for it.  Perhaps she decided she had little to lose by, for once, marrying the man of her choice. 

There seems to have been another reason for their hasty public marriage.  The oldest and most clichéd reason in the world:  Mary was pregnant.  For real, this time.  Although it cannot be established exactly when she conceived, it is as certain as can be, under the circumstances, that she was already expecting at the time of the wedding, meaning that the conception must have taken place very soon after the signing of the April 5 marriage contract.  In pointed contrast to her "pregnancy" with James, the news of this upcoming birth spread quite early, and in terms of certainty, not speculation.  Unlike before, there was no question in anyone's mind that Mary was about to have a child--and who the father was. 

The first recorded reference to her pregnancy is probably a dispatch from the Spanish Ambassador in London, dated one week after their marriage, where he gives Mary's condition as the reason for their scandalously rushed nuptials.18 At the beginning of June, a number of Scottish rebels were busy soliciting Elizabeth's aid for their planned overthrow of  Bothwell.  They informed her that there was no time to waste, because Mary was known to be pregnant.  Once Bothwell fathered her child, they said, his position would be more consolidated than ever.19 There are several observations one could make about this statement, as a contrast--again--to her supposed birth of James. 

For one, it is again striking how, unlike with James, everyone became so certain of Mary's pregnancy so early.  Also, as we have seen, James' birth did nothing to strengthen Darnley's position--if anything, it weakened it further.  With Bothwell, the birth of his child was seen as having the opposite effect.  How could this be so--unless if, unlike Darnley, he truly had sired the Queen's child?  (In relation to this, it is also interesting to note that, as dangerous as this expected child was to Bothwell's enemies, they never tried to discredit this pregnancy the way they did with James.  As much as their foes needed to disparage the child--and Mary--and Bothwell, as well--there was not even a suggestion this time around that the upcoming baby was sired by servants.) 

As for the question of how everyone already knew of Mary's pregnancy, one sees only two possibilities.  Either, she was so far advanced in her pregnancy that it was impossible to hide (which is unlikely, despite the June report by the Spanish Ambassador in London that Mary was then five months pregnant,) or, more reasonably, everyone knew because Mary wanted them to know.  She was probably quietly spreading the news as soon as she herself was aware of it.  This pregnancy would be welcomed by her for the same reason it was dreaded by her enemies:  the child was a safeguard for both herself and Bothwell.  If they produced a child together, it would be more difficult to be rid of either of them.  She knew there was already talk of setting up James as an alternative to herself--well, what if she had an alternative to James?  A true royal heir?  Once she and Bothwell had a child, James could be safely dismissed, leaving him as a suddenly useless weapon against them.  She must have been disseminating word of Bothwell's upcoming fatherhood with an air of positive triumph--a tone of "You won't be rid of us that easily!" 

Proof of this--and the truth about James' parentage--comes from the undisguised horror Mary and Bothwell's enemies felt about this pregnancy.  They declared, quite bluntly, that once this child was born, young James was finished.  His mother and new stepfather would then surely kill the child. 

Mary and Bothwell, whatever their faults, were hardly baby-killers.  It was reported that Bothwell had conceived the idea of sending James to France.20 With him out of their enemies‘ reach, the plan was possibly to reveal, once she and Bothwell had a son, that her marriage to Darnley was invalid, and that James was technically illegitimate--thus removing him from the succession whether he was her child or not.  Considering the era's child mortality rates, perhaps Mary hoped she would simply outlive him.  (It is also probable that Mary, at this point, did not even know for certain what her future plans for James were.)  What is significant is this widespread certainty that James could be replaced. If he was truly Mary and Darnley's son, the rightful heir to the throne, how could this be?  And could they imagine, if he was truly Mary's son, she would want to be rid of him?  However much she had hated Darnley, could she possibly have wanted to deprive her own son of his rights?  The fact that so many people asserted such a bizarre charge so positively is in itself compelling evidence that James was not her child. 

Another small clue is found in the fact that, right at this time, Mary quarrelled with the two Beaton sisters--Janet and Margaret, Lady Reres.  It does not seem to be recorded why they fought, but it is likely that, learning about Mary's pregnancy and her upcoming marriage to Bothwell, the Beatons read the handwriting on the wall:  Their star quarterback, James--Janet's nephew and Margaret's son--was about to be sent to the showers.  The ladies Beaton had no doubt enjoyed having a close relative as heir to the throne, and they did not wish an end to the status quo.  It would not be surprising if this caused a certain amount of dissention. 

Yet another hint of James' lack of authenticity comes from Mary and Bothwell's second, public marriage contract, which was signed on May 14th.  A clause in the contract states that one of the objects of their union was "that issue and succession at God's pleasure may be produced of her most noble person."21 This is a rather odd declaration.  Supposedly, had not "her most noble person" already produced "issue and succession"?  In this contract, Mary is virtually announcing she has yet to bear children! 

Mary also included a clause specifying that all State documents were to be signed by her new husband, not only herself, an act which gave him virtual joint power of rule. 

Just before the wedding, another, equally important action was taken by the couple.  The captaincy of Edinburgh Castle was taken from James Cockburn, and given to none other than James Balfour.  With this position, Balfour ran a most vital military post--one that could be used to virtually control Edinburgh itself.  And whoever controlled the capital controlled Scotland.  This, very possibly, was the move that ultimately ensured their ruin. 

Why was this done?  As far as is known, at least, neither Mary nor Bothwell had any quarrel with Cockburn, who was immediately given a lucrative post as Controller of Customs as compensation.  And why Balfour? 

The most common explanation for this move is that Balfour was blackmailing Bothwell, who, so this theory goes, was forced to grant Balfour this influential post on the eve of the wedding to shut his mouth about the murder.  But what more could Balfour accuse him of that had not been asserted already?  And if he was blackmailing "Bothwell the murderer," why didn't Bothwell just kill him, too?  (Surely Bothwell still had some extra gunpowder!) 

And if this was the case, why didn't Balfour make the most out of his opportunity and extort from Bothwell the many benefits--most notably a much-needed pardon for himself--that he would later pry from the rebels?   Why Balfour obtained his post is unknown, but what seems most plausible is that Balfour was allowed to have this position because Mary and Bothwell felt he was still useful to them as a mole.  After all, they felt he had been valuable in that respect before.  If it was made worth his while, he would continue to be a spy worth owning. 

Three days before the wedding, Mary had created Bothwell Duke of Orkney and Lord of the Shetland Isles, placing the coronet on his head herself.  (Although neither could know it at the time, her grant of these islands was to play an interesting, and perhaps fateful, role in Bothwell's subsequent history.)  Then, the day after they signed their marriage contract, on May 15, at the unusual hour of four in the morning, Mary and Bothwell were married in a Protestant ceremony, in front of the few nobles who were not at Stirling plotting their destruction.  (The Lords there had just signed a bond pledging Bothwell's destruction, untroubled by the fact that many of them had earlier put their names to the document supporting his marriage to the Queen.) 

Bothwell's resolute distaste for Catholicism undoubtedly prompted their choice of ceremony (he had no objection to Mary--or anyone else--practicing Catholicism, but was always adamant against any dealings with the religion himself.)  In truth, though, even if he had been willing to compromise, they would have had a difficult time finding any clergyman, Catholic or Protestant, to marry the most notorious couple in Europe.  They were finally able to either bribe or browbeat the apostate Bishop of Orkney into performing the ceremony.  (The Bishop was later punished by the Kirk for his role in the notorious wedding.) 

There possibly was another reason why they married in the Protestant church--the confusing nature of Bothwell's divorce from Jean.  They were given a Protestant divorce on the (rather blatantly manufactured) grounds of Bothwell's alleged adultery with a sewing-maid.  Simultaneously, the special Catholic commission that had been issued by Mary for this purpose granted an annulment on the grounds of consanguinity (Bothwell and Jean were fourth cousins.)  However, in the 19th century, a dispensation for the couple's marriage, supposedly issued by this same court, was discovered, having presumably been suppressed at the time of their annulment.  If one ignores the theory that this paper is a forgery (among other oddities, the name of the wrong Pope is on the document,) this dispensation is puzzling.  Considering that Bothwell, Huntly, and probably Jean as well, were Protestant, why would they bother with a Catholic dispensation?  Also, the certificate specifies that the couple must marry by the rites of the Catholic church in order for the dispensation to be valid. 22 This, of course, was not done, making the document worthless, a piece of information that may relate to Bothwell's remarks that he and Jean had never been legally wed. (This again raises the question of why they would bother to obtain a dispensation at all.) 

That detail, as well as the fact that Mary and Bothwell were married in the Protestant, not the Catholic church, appears to make the whole dispensation question, interesting though it may be, a moot one. 

The date of their marriage was itself  cause for comment.  May was believed to be an unlucky month for marriages (their example was to do nothing to dispel this belief) and the fact that the pair could not even wait the month out was seen as evidence of their guilty haste.  It was said that the exact date and time were chosen by necromancy.  If true, perhaps Mary and Bothwell's expertise in sorcery was not as great as was believed. 

If Mary and Bothwell were not already aware of how public sentiment viewed their wedding, they were given an unmistakable indication by a sign left on the gates of Holyrood that day by some literary-minded libeler.  It was a quote from Ovid, that read:


  "The people say

    That wantons marry

    In the month of May."23
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Mary and Bothwell's determined show of normality was not allowed to proceed in peace for long.  On June 5, three weeks after the wedding, Lethington, after another showdown with Bothwell, managed to secretly flee Holyrood during the middle of the night, thus signaling to the newlyweds that their honeymoon was definitely over. 

The next day, this was confirmed when Bothwell received a message from an informant, warning that an attack on Holyrood was imminent.  He and the Queen were no longer safe there. 

Bothwell and Mary wasted no time.  The same day, they left the capital, having stored their most important possessions--including a silver casket, about a foot long, that Mary had given Bothwell, where he kept certain vital personal papers--in the vaults of Edinburgh Castle for safekeeping.  The pair took refuge at the castle of their friend, Lord Borthwick.  Bothwell judged the fortress to be impregnable enough to shelter them until their army could be gathered. 

They left just in time.  Immediately after their departure from Holyrood, an advance guard, led by Lords Morton and Hume, had set out in search of them.  And they were not planning to deliver wedding gifts. 

Lethington, meanwhile, was hardly idle.  Not long after he fled Holyrood, he secretly made his way into Edinburgh Castle, eager to confer with his kindred spirit in dark and subtle treachery, Sir James Balfour.  The two huddled together for several hours.  Lethington pointed out to him the inadvisability of failing to support the rebels.  Balfour’s complicity in the Darnley murder was common knowledge.  Even if Bothwell was brought down before he could use this complicity against Balfour, the Lords surely would, unless he gave them reason not to do so.  He had best make a deal to save himself--which, of course, necessitated Bothwell's immediate destruction.  As Bothwell was practically the only man of importance in Scotland who had not been actively plotting one assassination or another, that alone made him dangerous.  His hands were relatively clean, he knew too much...and he had no liking for any of them. 

Sir James was hardly a man who needed much persuasion to play turncoat.  He and Lethington came to terms on the spot.  In return for Balfour handing over Edinburgh Castle to the rebels, he would later get a priory, a pension for his son, a gift of five thousand pounds, and what amounted to a pardon for the Darnley murder, couched in the appropriately vague and general terms. 

When their deal had been completed, the two men were quite pleased with themselves, and with each other.  It is always enjoyable to do business with someone who understands you so well. 

When he had Mary safely settled in at Borthwick Castle, Bothwell rode to Melrose.  He and Mary had issued a proclamation calling for recruits to meet them there, ostensibly for the purpose of restoring order in Liddesdale--a polite fiction that fooled no one.  (Rumor claimed the couple’s true intention was to march an army on Stirling and demand the Mars give them custody of James.)  Bothwell knew he and Mary were already at a disadvantage when it came to building an army.  The Crown would mostly be reliant on amateur fighters--any citizens who would be willing to take up arms for them.  He needed to see for himself how the recruitment was going. 

It was possibly at this point that Bothwell fully realized the trouble he and Mary were in.  Melrose was practically deserted. 

For weeks past--ever since the “abduction“--rebel agents had been busily blanketing Scotland, excoriating Bothwell to the people and filling their ears with dreadful tales of his abusive treatment of the Queen, and the need to save her from him. 

Some of the citizens were told that Mary had already secretly made a pact with the Lords for them to "free" her and dispose of her consort for good.  The proclamation calling for troops, the rebels explained, had been done by Mary against her will.  It was time for everyone who loved their Queen to join them in coming to her rescue!  (And, of course, the people who did not believe this, saw Mary as an adulterous Jezebel who had murdered her husband.)  The populace was assured by the rebel agents that they were not in revolt against the Queen--Heaven forbid!  That was not why they were fighting.  The only issue that concerned them was, is that fiend, James Hepburn, going to be allowed to make himself King of Scotland? 

The uneducated, uninformed populace of Scotland could scarcely be expected to know any better.  Told by their social superiors that this was the situation, the countryfolk either obediently joined the rebels, or, in total confusion, resolved to remain home and stay out of a dispute they did not even faintly understand. 

The rebels, in addition to all this verbal propaganda, had developed a visual symbol that was proving highly effective.  It was a banner, showing Darnley's dead body, with the infant James kneeling in prayer by the corpse, with the words "Judge and revenge my cause, O Lord!" issuing from the tot's lips.  This charming image was devastatingly persuasive.  At last, something the people could understand!  The King must be avenged!  The baby Prince must be saved!  Bothwell must go! 

When Mary herself saw this banner, later, her only comment was that she "wished she had never seen Henry Darnley."1 

One cannot sum up the tragedy of her life more accurately or succinctly than that. 

When Bothwell saw the lack of response at Melrose, he must have been deeply disturbed, but if so, he did not show it.  He merely left a few instructions to the men who were there, and returned to Borthwick. 

It did not take Morton and his forces long to discover Mary and Bothwell's whereabouts.  The evening of Bothwell’s return, the couple heard a commotion at the gates.  It seemed, they were told, that some men were gathered outside, claiming to be their friends and begging admittance. 

Hearing this, Bothwell leaped up and bolted downstairs, just in time to keep the guards from letting the men inside.  That trick, he knew scornfully, was so old it was laughable. 

Denied admittance, these enemy scouts--for this was indeed who they were--had nothing to do but wait for Morton and his thousand men to join them.  They realized, to their disgust, that Bothwell had been right--they could not take the castle with their available forces.  Thwarted--they had hoped Bothwell would be a quick, easy kill--Morton's troops, in frustration, began firing their guns at the walls. 

When they realized they were doing little except wasting their ammunition, they settled down to surround the castle, intending to launch a siege against it until Bothwell and the Queen were starved out. 

Bothwell knew that, even though Morton and his men were currently unable to overtake the castle, they were quite capable of trapping him in there until they acquired sufficient forces to do so.  He was not about to be pinned in there like a cornered fox.  He decided the only thing to do was for him to make an escape from the castle, so he could go gather more of his men.  While he was gone, Borthwick would be able to defend the Queen. 

Once he was gone from the castle, he did not think the rebels would stay in the area.  Unless they wanted to come out into the open as opponents of the Queen--which Bothwell sensed they were not yet ready to do--they would have no choice but to disperse from the castle when he had eluded them, leaving Mary free to follow him. 

Quickly giving Mary instructions where to meet him the next night, he found the least heavily guarded exit from the castle, startled the rebels with a sudden, flying ride straight past them. 

The rebels shot at Bothwell and rode off in pursuit of him, but he eluded their bullets and his attackers were fooled into taking the wrong road to pursue him.  Some of the besiegers, not realizing at first that their old enemy had once again bested them, shouted insults at the Castle, calling the Queen's new husband butcher, traitor, murderer, and whatever other names they could dream up.  Faced with Mary's obvious scorn for them, some of the men began castigating her, as well--epithets that Mary, leaning out from an upper window, defiantly hurled back at the Lords, yelling her own denunciations of them. 

As Bothwell had predicted, once he was gone, the siege around Borthwick gradually lifted.  The next night, Mary, disguised in a man's attire, “booted and spurred,“ slipped out of the castle and made her way to the prearranged spot about a mile away, where Bothwell was waiting for her.  They rode for Dunbar, arriving there at about three in the morning. 

They found things beginning to look up for them there.  A contingent of Bothwell's Borderers, who were unwavering in their loyalty to him, were waiting at Dunbar for them, with more on the way.  Lords Borthwick and Seton soon arrived with their men, and Lord Fleming also promised to provide reinforcements.  The Earl of Huntly and the Hamiltons were in Edinburgh, but had already pledged their support. 

The somewhat battered optimism of the royal pair quickly recovered.  They had gone through a bad period, but they felt it was nearly over now.  Before long, every traitor in Scotland would be but dust under their feet.  They would inevitably best their enemies, as they always had before.  Together, they had never failed to be unstoppable. 

The "Captain of Inchkeith," a French mercenary in Bothwell's service, wrote in his account of this tumultuous time, that when he heard the Queen and Bothwell were in Dunbar, he followed them there.  He noted that, thanks to their headlong flight to the fortress, it was completely unprepared for them.  There were few servants at Dunbar, or even much furniture.  He found the Queen in her spartan surroundings energetically writing dispatches and seemingly in the highest of spirits.  She and her husband were carrying on their latest adventure with great zest. 

The Captain also felt the need to comment on Mary's attire.  She had no change of clothes with her when she left Borthwick Castle, so, in order to change out of her male clothing, she had borrowed a dress from one of the women in her train. 

She made, we are told, a rather odd sight.  Her clothing was described as a somewhat peasant-like outfit consisting of a tunic and skirt.  As she was so tall, the borrowed skirt barely covered her knees. 

Personal vanity had never been among Mary's failings, so her rather motley ensemble did not trouble her in the least.  In any case, how could she think about clothes when she and her husband had a rebellion to smash? 

As the mood at Dunbar rose, the atmosphere in the rebel camp darkened.  The insurgents marched into Edinburgh, to find little or no support among the people.  The capital may have been hesitant about openly rallying behind the Queen, but they definitely did not wish to join the rebels. 

The leaders of the rebellion began to get nervous.  They knew that, if Bothwell were to win, he would show them no mercy whatsoever now.  Plus, they were plagued by infighting amongst themselves.  It was a typical Scottish confederation--the members all hated each other nearly as much as they hated their common enemies.  Feuds and petty jealousies were already threatening to destroy their coalition.  Adding to their unease was the discouraging aloofness of the keeper of Edinburgh Castle.  Although Balfour was on the eve of making his "deal" with Lethington--demanding, however, that it be kept a secret so that "his honor might be safe"2--he did not underestimate Bothwell for a second, so he was determined to stay on the sidelines until he knew for certain which camp would win.  Although he did not fire on the rebels, he refused to directly aid them, either. 

It was looking as if the entire rebellion would simply fall to pieces without a shot being fired.  If the Royalists had only remained in Dunbar a day or two more, leaving their enemies free to turn from savaging them to savaging each other, even Buchanan and Knox admitted later that the rebels would have simply disbanded. 

Mary and Bothwell, far away at Dunbar, could know nothing of this, of course.  The information they received called upon them to march on Edinburgh immediately for a surprise attack.  If they took on the rebels at once, victory would surely be theirs.  If they hesitated, there was always the danger the capital could fall to their enemies. 

This was a dilemma for the pair.  It seems to have been Bothwell's inclination to wait in the safety of Dunbar until their army had grown further, and particularly until the crucial reinforcements of the Hamiltons had joined them.  Bothwell had his doubts about the current readiness of their amateur, all-volunteer army to face the enemy, and he did not want to march without further backup. 

On the other hand, losing this chance to secure the capital could be an irreparable disaster.  If they allowed the rebels to gain in strength, and possibly obtain control of the city, and particularly the Castle of Edinburgh--they had, of course, yet to discover that Balfour had already made his deal with them--they were in deep trouble.  Bothwell realized he could not afford delay.  Besides, neither he nor Mary were temperamentally suited for inactivity.  They were both eager to bring matters to a head and see their enemies finally destroyed for good.  Bothwell sent word to the Hamiltons of his plans, instructing them where and when to join the Royal army.  (He and Mary were also unaware that the leaders of that clan had, along with Huntly, taken refuge in Edinburgh Castle, to enjoy the pleasant and instructive society of James Balfour.) 

On a scorching mid-June day, Mary and Bothwell led their army out of Dunbar.  They made the journey in short stages, giving them time to pick up additional recruits along the way.  The evening of the 14th, Mary and Bothwell arrived at Seton House.  Their army had grown to an estimated thirty-five hundred men--approximately the size of the rebels' force.  Once the Hamiltons joined with them, they confidently and unsuspectingly assumed, their troops would be far superior in number. 

Mary had a proclamation read to her army, declaring "That a number of conspirators having discovered their latent malice, borne to her and the Duke of Orkney, her husband, after they had failed in apprehending their persons at Borthwick, had made a seditious proclamation to make the people believe that they did seek the revenge of the murder of the King, her late husband, and the relieving of herself out of bondage and captivity, pretending that the Duke her husband was minded to murder the Prince her son; all which were false and forged inventions, none having better cause to revenge the King's death than herself, if she could know the authors thereof.  And for the Duke, her present husband, he had used all means to clear his innocence, the ordinary justice had absolved him, and the Estates of Parliament approved their proceedings, which they themselves that made the present insurrection, had likewise allowed.  As, also, he had offered to maintain that quarrel against any gentleman on earth undefamed, than which nothing more could be required.  And as to her alleged captivity, the contrary was known to the whole subjects, her marriage with him being publicly contracted and solemnised with their own consents, as their hand-writs could testify.  Albeit to give their treason a fair show they made now a buckler of the Prince, her son, being an infant and in their hands; whereas their intention only was to overthrow her and her posterity that they might rule all things at their pleasure and without controlment."3 

So this is what the Queen wanted the world to know:  Lord Bothwell, her chosen husband and consort, had neither murdered Darnley nor kidnapped her; moreover, the entirely disingenuous charges that he planned to kill Prince James were contrived to cover the treason of the rebels. 

Somewhat enigmatically, but inescapably, Mary also accused her enemies of protecting James and promoting his cause as a pretext "to overthrow her and her posterity..." as if he was not, in fact, her posterity.  She clearly differentiated between James, whom the rebels would not "overthrow," but install as King, and "her posterity," which she now carried within her. 

Mary and Bothwell led their army towards Edinburgh just before dawn of June 15--the couple's one-month anniversary.  Hearing of their approach, an army led by Morton and William Kirkcaldy, the rebels' best soldier, marched out to meet them before they could reach the city.  (The rebels’ reason for leaving the capital was evidently that they distrusted Balfour's newly-minted allegiance to them, should he catch sight of Bothwell marching in his direction at the head of an army.)  The two forces met near Musselburgh, at a site known as Carberry Hill. 

Bothwell was able to outmaneuver the rebels over securing advantageous placement for their armies.  By noon, he taken control of a favorable area of high ground--known afterwards as “Queen Mary’s Mount.”  Although the rebels had more cavalry, and better trained men, Bothwell had artillery, which guarded the slope facing the rebels.  The bottom of the hill was also defended by a small stream.  By also making use of entrenchments left from previous battles, Bothwell had put his army in an excellent defensive position, which was what he had wanted.  Until Lord Fleming and the Hamiltons arrived, he preferred not to be the side to initiate an assault.  He ordered his troops to prepare for the expected enemy attack. 

Instead, he found himself confronted by a small body of horsemen headed his way.  He realized a peace parley was being attempted, and he had the intermediary escorted to the Queen. 

The negotiator in question was the French Ambassador, du Croc, who had spent the last few days trying to reconcile the opposing parties, with small success.  The rebels, for their part, blandly insisted that they were no traitors--they wished merely to liberate the Queen, protect the infant Prince, and avenge Darnley's murder.  The Queen, when du Croc had earlier attempted to discuss the dispute with her, curtly informed the Ambassador that he was free to try to use what peaceful methods he could, but she wished it to be known that if the rebels meant any harm to her husband, she refused to have anything to do with them.4 

When du Croc caught up with the rebel army at Carberry, he again tried a mediation.  They would not be moved.  If the Queen wished to avoid a battle, all she had to do was separate herself from Bothwell, and they would be her most humble and devoted servants. 

Du Croc realized that war could be avoided only if Mary gave up her husband, which he believed she would never willingly do, or allow him to fight the rebels in single combat, which he also knew she would not permit.  Still, he felt it was his duty to speak to the Queen--he made no bones about the fact that he saw her stubborn and inconvenient devotion to her troublesome husband as the chief cause of the whole mess--and try to lead her to a more amicable attitude. 

Du Croc, when he was brought to her, found the Queen seated on a large rock, overlooking the two armies.  When he greeted Mary, he assured her that the Lords were her humble and affectionate servants. 

Mary retorted that they had a most peculiar way of showing it.  She tartly reminded du Croc that these same men signed a bond recommending that she marry the man against whom they were now ostensibly rebelling.  However, if the Lords agreed to drop their arms, and accept Bothwell as her consort, she was willing to pardon them. 

At this point, Bothwell approached the two.  Sardonically, he asked du Croc, "Am I the object of the rebels' hatred?"  The Ambassador replied that they claimed to be the Queen's servants, but added that they were indeed Bothwell's mortal enemies. 

In a loud, confident voice, Bothwell responded, "What harm have I done them?  I never wished to displease any, but have sought to gratify them all.  Their words proceed from envy of my favor.  But Fortune is free to any who can win her.  There is not a man of them but wishes himself in my place!" 

There were tears in Mary's eyes as her husband spoke.  Bothwell, after studying his wife's face for a moment, suddenly turned back to the Ambassador. 

He wished, he said, to save the Queen, "whose suffering was extreme," from any more unnecessary anguish.  To spare her, to save the armies from bloodshed, would du Croc go to the rebels and inform them that he was willing to resolve the issue by meeting in single combat any man they chose to offer? 

"I will meet him," Bothwell added, "for my cause is so just, that I am sure of having God on my side."5 

Mary was horrified at this suggestion.  She declared passionately that she would never permit such a contest.  Besides, she cried, the quarrel with the Lords was hers as much as it was his. 

Du Croc, even though he had come to arrange such a fight, now found himself agreeing with Mary.  Such a proposal was unacceptable.  He was aware that the Lords, with their own particular interpretation of chivalry and fair dealing, intended that Bothwell should fight, not one man, but six, eight, a dozen, fifty of them...however many it took to finally finish him off. 

Bothwell cut their protests short.  He had noticed that the rebels seemed finally to be on the move, acting as if they would cross the burn.  He calmly informed du Croc that the time for talk seemed to be over.  Almost banteringly, he asked, "Will you imitate the man who tried to mediate a peace between the armies of Scipio and Hannibal, when, like us, they were ready to engage?  Resolving to favor neither side, he took up a post of observation, where he could see the bravest pastime he had ever beheld.  If you will do the same, you will have more pleasure than ever before, for you will see a fight well fought."6 

The Ambassador responded reprovingly that he did not look upon civil war as entertainment.  However, in his later account of the scene, he wrote, "I am bound to acknowledge that the Duke [Bothwell] seemed to me a great captain, speaking with undaunted confidence and leading his army gaily and skillfully.  For some time I took pleasure in watching him and judged that he would have the best of the battle if his men stayed faithful.  I admired him when he saw his enemies so resolute; he could not count on half his men and yet was not dismayed."7 

The anticipated enemy assault never came.  There was an odd waiting game occurring in both camps.  Bothwell could not throw away the advantageous ground his troops occupied by charging upon the enemy, and knowing the relative weakness of his army, he preferred to delay the battle until the arrival of the Hamilton-led reinforcements, which he had been led to believe would come at any time.  Their mysterious absence was undermining all his calculations, although, as du Croc noted, he gave no sign of what must have been his growing dismay, as the hours wore on with no word from them.  The support of that family for Mary's cause had always been equivocal at best, and, in this crucial moment, it probably would not have even needed Balfour's persuasions to lead them to believe that they were, after all, better off remaining on the sidelines. 

The Lords, meanwhile, had no intention of attacking.  They did not want the public relations disadvantage of openly initiating a fight against the Queen, and even with their superior forces, the idea of actually going to battle against Bothwell positively spooked them.  Bothwell's enemies had always met his open, direct methods with quiet, unseen manipulation and trickery, and this was what they used now.  The Royal army was largely comprised of ordinary citizens, loyal to their Queen, but utterly confused as to why they were fighting.  The enemy agents were assuring them that the rebels were as devoted to Mary as they--it was only her husband, the regicide, rapist, and would-be baby killer, they could not tolerate.  Mary, the propagandists claimed, was the helpless prisoner of her new husband, and was counting on the rebels to free her from him.  The thing for them to do, if they truly wished to aid their Queen, was to come over to the Lords' camp. 

Many of the Royal soldiers, genuinely believing they were helping the Queen, did just that.  Others, failing to see why they should risk their lives if the Queen was in no danger, deserted.  Everyone was becoming exhausted and demoralized by the crushing heat, as well as the long hours of waiting for a battle that never seemed to come. 

Bothwell saw that some sort of action was needed to restore the army's morale.  Ignoring Mary's protests, he sent a herald to the rebels to challenge his accusers to single combat.  Now, he thought, surely his enemies could avoid confronting him no longer! 

The first to accept was the Laird of Tullibardine, brother of the phantom placarder, James Murray.  Bothwell was delighted to have the chance to honorably kill him.  He called for his armor. 

Mary, again, intervened.  She said he could not fight a man of such low birth.  This actually was logical enough.  If Bothwell was to fight the series of duels the Lords envisaged, it made no sense to start small.  Bothwell, imperturbably, went straight to the top of the list, challenging Morton to fight him. 

Morton accepted, declaring loudly that nothing would give him more pleasure than to slay the King's murderer as he deserved.  Once he had donned armor and broadsword, however, he began to see things in a different light.  When his friend, Lord Lindsay, announced that he wished to have the honor of fighting Bothwell, Morton readily agreed. 

Lindsay, the co-murderer of Rizzio, then knelt in long, noisy prayer in front of the army, "begging the mercy of God to preserve the innocent and in His justice to overthrow the vicious murderer of the innocent blood of the King." 8 Over his head, the banner showing Darnley and the kneeling Prince James was displayed as backdrop to this touching tableau. 

Bothwell, meanwhile, was occupied in overcoming Mary's persistent opposition to the duel.  She forbade him to meet Lindsay, then agreed, and then, before he could leave, refused again.  Finally, he told his wife that there was nothing else to be done.  He would fight, with her permission or without it.  With his seconds, he rode to the appointed meeting place. 

Mary, exhausted and distraught, turned to her soldiers and cried that if they "were men, they would go down all upon the traitors and sweep them from the hillside!"9 

Lindsay, of course, never showed up.  The rebels saw that the endless delays had worked to sufficiently demoralize the Royal camp.  Mary's army was on the point of  disintegration.  The Lords, at last, began to move their troops, wheeling around Carberry Hill in order to block any possibility of the Queen and Bothwell retreating to Dunbar.  At the sight of them, much of what was left of the Queen's army panicked and ran, despite Bothwell's efforts to get them to hold their ground.  He saw that it was too late.  Any attack would be sheer massacre.  The Queen would have to make terms with the enemy. 

Kirkcaldy was sent to discuss terms with the Queen.  The deal he offered Mary was simple.  If she would agree to part with her husband, and come with the Lords, Bothwell would be allowed to leave the field alive.  After all, the Lords had signed a bond pledging Bothwell's death.  If she refused, the rebels would enact the goal of this contract, right there and then.  Mary, in desperation, asked him if there was any way to reconcile the Lords with her husband.  There was none, Kirkcaldy assured her.  But if she let Bothwell go, his life would be spared and she herself would be treated by the Lords with all due respect and loyalty. 

Mary was becoming increasingly hysterical with fear.  Now that the day was lost, her only concern was Bothwell's safety.  She would agree to anything, go wherever the Lords wished, if only to keep him from being butchered by an entire army before her eyes.  It would be the Rizzio horror all over again, only far, far worse. 

Bothwell, on the other hand, was equally adamant that she must not accept the Lords' offer.  He had a good idea of their conception of "loyalty to their sovereign," and was appalled at what might happen to her, in their hands.  He insisted to Mary that they must flee to Dunbar immediately.  There, he and his remaining men could defend her until they were able to regroup their forces.  Their threats against his life troubled him little.  His enemies had been talking of killing him for years now, and the fools had not managed it yet.  Whatever happened, Mary must not put herself under their power. 

Mary was too beside herself to listen.  Nothing Bothwell said was going to change her mind.  Kirkcaldy had already warned her his men could not be held back forever.  All she could think of was to get Bothwell away before his enemies were turned loose on him.  She clung to him, kissing him again and again, while simultaneously pleading with him to go. 

Their remaining supporters all agreed with Mary.  It would do the Queen no good if he got himself killed right before her eyes.  It was impossible for them to escape together.  If they tried, it would set off a melee that would endanger not only him, but Mary, as well.  All would not be lost if he left now.  The Lords were solemnly vowing to treat Mary at least with the decency due her as a sovereign and a woman both, while he would be alive and free to fight again another day. 

Finally, Bothwell gave in.  There was, really, little else he could do.  Also, he was probably even more weary by now than Mary, more weary than anyone could imagine.  For months past, ever since the Darnley murder, particularly since the abduction, he had been fighting the hatred and abuse of the entire world single-handedly.  He, far more than Mary, had been the focus of universal attack, the most reviled man in Europe.  He had, alone and unaided, been left to defend not only himself, but Mary as well, against forces impossible to even clearly distinguish.  We can never know what was going through his mind at the end of this long, dreadful day that was but the climax to the ceaseless, uneven struggle that had been his entire career, but it would not be surprising if he had felt, temporarily, near the end of even his considerable resources.  Bitterly, he knew Mary was right.  Parting was the only way to avoid mass bloodshed. 

Privately, the pair agreed their separation would not, after all, have to last for long.  In a day or two--no longer--Mary told him, she would surely be able to elude the Lords and rejoin him at Dunbar.10 Then, they would stay there until they had built an army that was invincible.  But if he was killed now, all would be lost for her, as well as him.  She would have no one. 

Bothwell, at last, agreed, insisting only that Kirkcaldy issue the Queen a formal safe-conduct pass. 

As the two armies watched, Mary and Bothwell, “with great anguish and grief,” 11finally parted, she reiterating before all present her vow to always be true to him.   He called to a dozen or so of his men to follow him, mounted his horse and rode towards Dunbar. 

Mary stood silently, her back turned contemptuously to the rebels, watching Bothwell's figure disappear over the horizon, refusing to move until she was certain he was a safe distance away.  It was probably one small blessing that she did not then know she would never see him again.
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  -Twenty Nine-
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When she knew Bothwell was out of the rebels' reach, Mary allowed Kirkcaldy to escort her to his camp.  It was there that her nightmare truly began.  The army's leaders greeted her either with coldness or outright hostility.  Their soldiers were far worse.  Cheated of their chance to do some killing, maddened by their long day of inactivity in the broiling sun, they saw a chance to take their frustrations out on the lone, defenseless woman in their midst.  Her proud contempt for them all, which she did not bother to hide, only enraged them all the more.  Despite Kirkcaldy's efforts to restrain them, they swarmed around Mary, mocking her, insulting her, shouting obscene remarks, calling her a murderess and a whore. 

Mary said nothing, sitting rigidly on her horse, staring at the men in icy hatred.  Finally, Kirkcaldy was able to clear a path through the hundreds of increasingly rowdy men, and the whole ghastly procession began to march towards Edinburgh.  Mary suddenly announced to Morton her desire to ride on alone to thank the Hamiltons for coming to her aid, and tell them they may disperse their forces...she would, of course, she promised, return immediately...unfortunately, the Lords knew their Queen too well by now to comply with this inspired suggestion. 

Mary's wrath, as it dawned on her that she was seen as a prisoner-of-war, rather than a monarch, was more than a match for the rioters surrounding her.  She began furiously matching her attackers insult for insult.  When the Lords, somewhat defensively, insisted to her that their only intention was to punish Bothwell, she fiercely declared that they should never do it while she lived. 1 Du Croc, following the train in horror, wrote that, considering Mary's helpless position, he had imagined she would naturally try to conciliate the Lords, defer to them, make what peace with them she could.  Instead, he wrote in appalled disbelief, "she spoke of nothing but hanging and crucifying them all!"2 

The mob was becoming increasingly out of control.  A sort of universal hysteria had set in.  These men, who had in their clutches a Queen, a woman who for months had been painted to them by their leaders in the most vile terms possible, seemed to be reveling in the opportunity to debase and degrade her.  Even the Lords were becoming a bit unnerved by the forces they themselves had unleashed. 

Mary herself--perhaps fortunately, perhaps not--was too worked up into an increasingly wild fury to feel any fear.  Seeing Lindsay in the crowd, the immediate force of her rage turned to him.  The cowardly swine had not even had the decency to allow Bothwell to kill him.  Through the din around her, she managed to push her horse near his.  She loudly ordered Lindsay to give her his hand.  When he did so, she grabbed it and, raising it above her head, shouted, "By this hand, which is now in mine, I will have your head for this!"3 

The madness only increased when they reached Edinburgh.  Many of the townspeople, mindlessly caught up in the atmosphere of general insanity now circulating through the mob, joined the swarm around Mary, screaming, brawling, fighting the Lords to get to the Queen. 

The people, the Lords saw, were working themselves up into a dangerous condition.  Bringing Mary to Holyrood was, at the moment, impossible.  Not knowing what else to do, they hustled Mary into the relative security of the Provost's house in the High Street.  She had not eaten for twenty-four hours, but refused food, probably out of fear she would be poisoned.  She was sent up to a room on an upper floor, and left to fend for herself, without any attendants but their own guards. 

The Provost's house was soon surrounded by the increasingly crazed rabble, who were now chanting, "Burn the whore!  Burn the whore!"  As a refinement of cruelty, the Darnley banner was hung in front of her window.  It looked to Mary that she was not going to make it through the night alive.  If the mob had gotten its hands on her she almost certainly would have been slaughtered. 

Now desperately afraid, for her husband perhaps even more than herself, she managed to persuade one of the guards to bring her pen and paper so she could write to Bothwell.  As imperiled as her current position was, his, for all she knew, was even worse.  She scribbled a hasty letter to her "dear heart," warning him of what had happened, promising that she would never abandon or forget him, no matter what happened, and begging him to take care of himself, and not to do anything rash.  She gave the guard the note to send to Dunbar.  Instead, the man--predictably enough--delivered the letter to the Lords. 

Imprisoned and alone, left to hear the chants of the mob howling for her blood, by daybreak Mary's nerves, tortured unmercifully through the past months--years--of ceaseless danger and anxiety, seemed to have finally snapped completely.  Even in its inflamed condition, the crowd was shocked, and a bit cowed, to suddenly see their Queen hanging out an upper window, hair and clothes disheveled, and screaming like a madwoman. 

Wildly, she shrieked to the crowd, begging to be saved from her captors.  Frantically and only semi-coherently, she ranted to the mob, crying that she had been betrayed, alternating between desperate pleas for help and mad shrieks threatening revenge.  Horrified, the mob listened to her ravings until she exhausted herself to the point where she collapsed. 

Later, from her window, Mary saw Lethington making his way through the still-agitated crowd.  She called down to him, pleading with him to come talk to her.  He was apparently extremely reluctant to do so--what little conscience he had was obviously troubling him--but he was finally persuaded to overcome his usual pusillanimity enough to answer his Queen's desperate summons. 

When he came into her presence, Mary assailed Lethington for the wrong the Lords were doing her in seeking to separate her from her husband, with whom she "had hoped to live and die with all the happiness on Earth."  From what we know of later events, it sounds as if she then turned faintly menacing, warning Lethington that he had best not push her too far.  After all, she was well aware of Lethington's involvement in Darnley's murder.  If he forced her to it, she could destroy him. 

Lethington, faced with Mary's defiance, reacted by turning nasty, in the petty, futile way common among weak men.  He self-righteously informed her that the Lords had torn her away from Bothwell for her own good, adding venomously that Bothwell certainly cared nothing about her, and everyone knew it.  He much preferred Jean, Lethington sneered, even writing to her (the alternative story that Bothwell was living with his first wife had evidently been abandoned,) that she was his true wife, and he considered Mary to be but his concubine.  (Here, Lethington was obviously deliberately reversing Bothwell's quoted words about his first marriage never having been valid.) 

However Mary may have goaded Lethington to anger, there was no reason for him to be throwing such statements in Mary's face, other than sheer, gratuitous cruelty towards a young woman who was suffering enough already.  It is a notable example of the sort of cheap, spiteful meanness that always seemed to lurk just beneath Lethington's suave, urbane exterior. 

In any case, it did not work.  Mary replied contemptuously that she knew her husband better than that, and, apparently in all seriousness, stated that if the Lords were so desperate to be rid of Bothwell, all she asked was to go with him.  She would be more than happy to never see Scotland (not to mention men like Lethington) again.  Just give the two of them a ship, she said, and they would leave forever, "to sail where Fortune wills it."4 

Lethington, discussing this proposal with du Croc afterwards, seemed to feel this might actually be the easiest way out of the whole hazardous mess, provided they did not go to France.  At this point, probably the best thing the pair could do was simply to disappear for good.  Du Croc, for his part, washed his hands of the whole distressing affair.  France could hardly take an open stand against Mary, he replied, but his country (to be more specific, his patroness, Queen Catherine,) would let the Scots do what they liked with her, as long as the English were not allowed to intervene. 

Unfortunately, the other Lords were not as sanguine.  Mary, to put it simply, scared them half to death.  Her wild threats of the night before, as well as her obstinate refusal to renounce Bothwell, insisting that "she would agree to nothing whereby the Duke should be in danger,"5 were making them genuinely afraid of what she might do to them, given half a chance.  Particularly since Bothwell was still on the loose.  God only knew what he might do when he heard what had happened.  They did not underestimate his recuperative powers.  Despite his recent setback, he was considered  a most dangerous man.  The two of them were trouble enough, separated.  Allowing them to be together--in Scotland or out of it--was simply unthinkable.  "Though her body be restrained," one of Cecil's agents reported of Mary, "yet her heart is not dismayed; she cannot be dissuaded from her affection to the Duke, but seems rather to offer sooner to receive harm herself than that he should." 6 The Lords, not knowing how else to proceed, were still hoping to patch up some sort of truce with Mary, but as long as she maintained her current belligerent attitude, and refused to either renounce Bothwell or agree to let him be the sole scapegoat for the murder, peace was clearly impossible.  It is obvious that, instead of being the main target of the final rebellion of her reign, Mary was, in effect, merely collateral damage in the campaign to keep Bothwell out of power. 

There was a split of opinion as to how to manage the Royal virago they had on their hands.  Many of her enemies, led by John Knox, who were busily fulminating against her, "threatening the great plague of God to this whole country and nation if she be spared from her condign punishment," 7were all for having her immediately tried and executed.  The sweet simplicity of this solution was winning many converts, but the more moderate of the Lords were in charge, and, nervous of the possible consequences of publicly killing a Queen--and one who was carrying a child, as well--reluctantly vetoed the idea.  It was decided that imprisoning her would be, for the moment, sufficient. 

Years later, after he had become Mary's advocate, Lethington ruefully summarized what happened next:  "That same night the Queen was brought to Edinburgh, I made the offer to her, if she would abandon my Lord Bothwell, she should have as thankful obedience as ever she had since she came to Scotland.  But noways would she consent to leave my Lord Bothwell, and so she was put into Lochleven."8 

That night, Mary was led back to Holyrood, the Darnley banner still insolently flaunted before her.  When the crowd had dispersed, Mary--still issuing insults and promises of revenge against the Lords--was put off her guard by the thought that the worst was over and that she would soon be able to rejoin Bothwell at Dunbar.  Instead, she was suddenly forced out a back exit of the palace and quickly hustled--struggling desperately all the way--to Lochleven Castle.  The keep was on a tiny island--not much larger than the castle itself--thus providing a remote, relatively secure prison, and it was owned by none other than the family of Moray’s mother, Margaret Douglas. 

The widowed Lady Margaret lived there with her legitimate children from her marriage--Moray's half-siblings--and an adolescent foundling, Willie Douglas.  Young Willie was a bit of an enigma.  The Douglases claimed he was a homeless orphaned cousin they had taken in, but his exact blood relationship to the family is uncertain.  Moray himself, learning of Mary's detention, was on his way back to Scotland.  It was always his vulturish fashion to hide while others made the kill, leaving him to feast on the remains. 

However, he was soon to discover that although his sister may have been imprisoned, her fighting spirit, which never deserted her for long, was undaunted.  Almost immediately upon Mary's confinement on Lochleven, she began looking about for an escape route.  She aimed to use the same methods she had successfully utilized to flee Holyrood after the Rizzio murder--tricking and beguiling her jailers. 

Bothwell, meanwhile, was coming to his own final curtain in Scotland.  When he heard of Mary's imprisonment, he left Dunbar and set out to rally Mary's friends to her rescue.  Within a few days, he had gathered over fifty names to support him.  (Mary's incarceration had accomplished one thing--it had forced the Lords to drop their rather nauseating "we are the Queen's most devoted servants," line of patter.)  Bothwell was confident that rescuing the Queen would now be but child's play for him. 

The Lords saw no reason to disagree.  Thoroughly frightened by Bothwell's initial success, they used the one means guaranteed to defeat Bothwell:  Mary herself.  They announced that if he, or anyone else, made one move to liberate the Queen, she would be immediately killed.  This, as they knew it would, tied his hands.  He knew his enemies well enough to realize they were entirely capable of carrying out such a threat.  It was not something he could risk.  He realized he would have to move more carefully. 

Mary, for her part, was having rather more success.  She was seriously alarming the Lords as well, both by her progress in winning over her keepers (all of whom, by the time she had been on the island a few weeks, were said to be utterly captivated by her,) and by her continuing refusal to consider divorce.  She was obviously not going to make things easy for her opponents. 

It is interesting that the discovery of the Casket Letters, on June 20th, five days after Carberry, does not seem to have played a major part in the Lords' calculations at the time, even though their existence was made known to political insiders (still extant is the affadavit detailing the opening and inventory of the casket the next day, describing a production witnessed by a large contingent of nobles, both Catholic and Protestant, and shortly after their discovery, du Croc was said to have obtained copies of the letters--du Croc, who knew Mary well and had no reason to lie about the matter, appeared to have no doubt that the letters were hers.) 

The truth is, the Lords simply did not know what to do with the letters.  They seemed to see them as just one more complication to the situation.  If the letters, as seems clear, included proof about James' true identity, they would be a positive problem for the Lords.  The notion that they would forge these letters is absurd.  One does not forge documents one is then hesitant to use. 

The letters seem to have come to the notice of the Lords through the helpful offices of--somehow, this seems inevitable--James Balfour.  Bothwell had sent one of his servants, George Dalgleish, to Edinburgh Castle (which was still, as far as he knew, safe) to get certain items he had stored there.  After Dalgleish had left the Castle, it was evidently Balfour who tipped off Morton, who was dining in a nearby house, that some men of Bothwell‘s were in the area.  Dalgleish was quickly apprehended, and, when threatened with torture,  provided what would become one of the most famous and wildly disputed items in British history--a silver casket full of personal papers.  Then, after Dalgleish was forced into putting his name to a confession of being one of Bothwell's accomplices in the Darnley murder, he was hanged. 

Historians who persist in arguing that the Casket Letters were forged cast doubt, of course, on this story of how they were discovered, even though there is no clear evidence to disprove it (particularly the key point--that Dalgleish was sent by Bothwell to recover certain items, including the casket.)  However, even if the account was a mendacious “cover story,“ meant to hide the true means by which the letters fell into Morton’s possession, that would not be proof that the documents were forged.  Rather, it would merely indicate that Morton made a deal with Balfour to keep the lawyer's name out of the business.  It would be exactly like Balfour to want to cover his tracks in case Mary and Bothwell, by some miracle, came back to power.  It is possible that Balfour, snooping about the Castle vaults, came upon the letters which were stored there, and immediately recognized an ideal opportunity for putting the Lords in his debt.  He would pass them on to Morton, who, in Moray's absence, was the rebel leader, with the stipulation, "Don't tell anyone how you got these." 

The Lords may not have known exactly what to do with the letters, may well, indeed, have been shocked by some of what they found there (particularly if, as seems evident, the letters included the written proof about James' parentage) but they realized they were too important to discard.  It was not Mary herself who was most concerned about the letters--it was her adopted son who truly had reason to worry about them. 

In the meantime, the Lords were in total confusion.  A few still hoped to come to some sort of terms with Mary.  Some advocated deposing her and crowning James.  Some thought it would be best to simply go ahead and kill her. 

Nicholas Throckmorton, who had been sent into Scotland in order to help England obtain charge over the increasingly out-of-control situation, warned his Queen that this latter solution was the one gaining in popularity.  Elizabeth seems to have been genuinely unsettled by Mary's imprisonment.  She--typical for her--had no idea how to react.  The English Queen had not expected things to go quite so far.  She had counted on Bothwell being eliminated for good--she had assumed Mary would see no choice but to allow his execution--with Mary herself discredited and powerless, but still nominally Queen.  For someone as paranoid and insecure about her own hold on the throne as Elizabeth was, the dramatic speed and apparent ease with which Mary was made a prisoner was deeply unnerving.  If one Queen could be toppled so neatly, why not another?  It set a bad precedent.  It was something that Elizabeth felt the need to publicly condemn--probably, even, with a certain sincerity. 

On the other hand, few people have ever feared another person, simply because they existed, as Elizabeth feared Mary.  Elizabeth could not deny that Mary's detention--even her murder--would suit her perfectly. 

For the moment, she solved her dilemma in her usual fashion--by talking out of both sides of her mouth.  She condemned the Scottish Lords--but never, then or later, tried to punish them for their treason.  She publicly expressed sympathy for Mary, sending warm expressions of friendship where she promised to help her regain her throne--but never made a move to act on these promises. 

Throckmorton was disgusted by what he found.  Scotland had lost whatever pretense to order it ever had.  All was violence and confusion.  And the Lords were becoming increasingly inclined towards extreme measures with Mary.  She still refused to divorce Bothwell, and the child she was carrying would, when he or she was born, make a mockery of their "safe" candidate, James, and his claim to the throne. 

Worse, she was getting older by the day.  Mary herself later expressed the belief that she was deposed because of the dangerous fact that, just prior to turning twenty-five, she could revoke all Crown grants that had been made during her reign.  With the stroke of a pen, she could not only enact the most frightening revenge imaginable to these men--a monetary one--but greatly bolster her own shaky financial situation.  This threat was probably all the more acute now that she had Bothwell as her consort.  Not only did he have just as much of an incentive to ruin the Lords as Mary, he, if anything, was an even bolder spirit than the Queen.  Together, the two were considered capable of anything.  And she was now twenty-four and a half.  Time was clearly running out.  One way or another, before Mary's December birthday came around, she must not be Queen. 

There is a certain lesson here in the workings of world affairs.  The English Protestants refused to have Mary as their Queen, not, for the most part, from religious motives, but financial ones.  They did not want to give their lands back to Rome.  Similarly, the Scottish Lords determined to be rid of Mary, not because of their principled devotion to the Reformation or their virtuous outrage over charges of adultery and murder--crimes with which few of them were unfamiliar--but because, before she turned twenty-five, Mary could rob them blind.  And they knew by now that Mary was just the kind of girl who might actually do it.  Many of the Lords really saw no option but to kill her.  Scotland had no history of deposing their monarchs.  They found such methods to be untidy, risky, and time-consuming.  They simply assassinated them, instead.  Mary's murder would hardly be a unique event in Scottish political history. 

Throckmorton was becoming alarmed for Mary.  From his time as Elizabeth's French Ambassador, he knew Mary well, and their relations had always been quite friendly. Throckmorton was, in fact, known to be a strong supporter of Mary's claims to the English succession.  He did his utmost to save her.  He sent word to Mary, earnestly advising her to agree to a divorce, which, he believed, would at least spare her life.  Her stubborn opposition to the idea, Throckmorton wrote, "will do her most harm of all, and hardens those lords to great severity against her." 9 Mary, yet again, refused.  She was pregnant, she replied, and a divorce would bastardize their child, thus causing dishonor to all three of them.  Throckmorton advised "to save her own life and his child, to choose the least hard condition," but, he wrote, Mary "will not consent by any persuasion to abandon Bothwell for her husband, but answereth constantly that she will live and die with him; and said that if it were put to her choice to relinquish her crown and kingdom or Bothwell, she would leave her kingdom and dignity to live as a simple demoiselle with him, and that she will never consent that he shall be worse off, or have more harm than herself."10 

The envoy continued, "And, as far as I can perceive, the principal cause of her detention is, for that these Lords do see the Queen being of so fervent affection towards the Earl Bothwell as she is, and being put at, as they should be compelled to be in continual arms, and to have occasion of many battles, he being with manifest evidence notoriously detected to be the principal murderer, and the Lords meaning prosecution of justice against him according to his merits.  The Lords mean also a divorce betwixt the Queen and him, as a marriage not to be suffered for many respects, which separation cannot take place if the Queen be at liberty, and have power in her hands."11 

When Robert Melville (brother of James) conducted three interviews with Mary on Lochleven for the purpose of making a last effort to urge her, for her own safety, to renounce Bothwell for good, and sanction his prosecution, he received the same uncompromising response:  She declared she would sooner give up her throne than her husband.  At the close of their last meeting, Mary suddenly produced a letter she had written to Bothwell, and begged the envoy to have it delivered to him.  When Melville refused, in a flash of bitter anger she threw it in the fire.12 

Elizabeth had reached the point of declaring that if the Lords took extreme measures with Mary, she would invade Scotland.  It is impossible to believe she would actually have done any such thing, and everyone involved probably knew it--in fact, Elizabeth's high-handed ultimatums only put Mary in more danger than ever, which some observers, unfairly or not, suspected was Elizabeth's true intention.  But Throckmorton believed his presence in Scotland as her representative had saved Mary's life, for the moment, at least.  It was clear, however, that it was impossible for her to remain Queen. 

This, indeed, seems to have been most people's opinion.  Things had already gone much too far to be able to turn back, even if the Lords wished to do so.  Mary's reign had always been viewed as little more than an experiment in Scotland, and it was clearly an experiment that had failed.  The Darnley murder, and even the Bothwell marriage, were merely pretexts to cover the fact that too many people, in Scotland and England, found it irresistibly to their advantage to be rid of her. 

On July 24th, a delegation, headed by Lord Lindsay (chosen for the job because he had the reputation for being among the cruelest and most hostile of the Lords) came to Lochleven to get Mary's signature on formal abdication papers.  For days, knowing what was coming, her sincere well-wishers had been begging her to agree to this step, but she refused to give up her crown as defiantly as she had refused to give up her husband. 

Her friends pointed out that this was hardly the worst fate the Lords could deliver to her, and that she could always point out later that the papers were signed under duress and were therefore invalid, but she still would not hear of it.  To repudiate her crown, that she had worn practically since birth, would be tantamount to repudiating her entire life.  She would not so disgrace herself. 

She had more practical reasons to resist abdication, as well.  If the Lords had taken her at her word about wishing to leave Scotland with Bothwell, and told her, "abdicate and the two of you can depart together in peace," that would have been one thing.  But, as there was no talk of releasing her, by abdicating she would be giving up her only protection at the moment--her status as a Queen--and getting nothing in return.  From her viewpoint, this could all be a horrible trick.  The Lords might wish to strip her of her royal position, simply to make it easier, legally, to kill her.  She felt she had nothing to lose by refusing to cooperate. 

However, that day, Lindsay did indeed get her to sign the papers "voluntarily" relinquishing her throne.  How this was accomplished is as open to speculation as practically everything else about her life.  We do not know  what methods were used.  Possibly, we would not even want to know what drove such a proud woman, whose sense of her own position and destiny was so strong, to, in essence, resign her very existence, in favor of a year-old boy that she, more than anyone, knew had no right whatsoever to be King.  This, likely, was the bitterest aspect of the situation for her.  The desperate false pregnancy expedient that Darnley's disease had forced her into had, in the end, backfired on her in the most dreadful fashion. 

Accounts vary of Lindsay's tactics with Mary.  Some say she was given a choice between abdication and standing trial for Darnley's murder--a trial where, she knew, her conviction and execution would be a predetermined certainty.  Others claim Lindsay used actual physical violence on her.  (From what we know of his character, this is not impossible.)  There are still more assertions that he threatened to murder her then and there if she did not cooperate. 

In the end, it does not really matter how the deed was accomplished.  She signed.  Afterwards, Mary's Seal Keeper boldly refused to use the Royal seal on the documents.  Lindsay got around this difficulty by wrenching the seal from his possession. 

There is yet another mystery involving the abdication.  One that concerns the fate of the child Mary and Bothwell were expecting.  According to one source, when Mary was forced to abdicate, she was bedridden, recovering from a miscarriage of twins.  This source is the "History of Mary Stewart," the title given to an anonymous manuscript  allegedly written by Claude Nau, who was one of Mary's secretaries from 1575 until her death in 1587. 

This "Claude Nau History" is an enigma all its own.  It is an incomplete rough draft of an account briefly covering the period between the Rizzio murder and Mary's flight into England.  Joseph Stevenson, who discovered the manuscript in the British Museum and first published it in the 1880s, believed the work was in Nau's handwriting, but that is the only evidence of his authorship.  The manuscript's origin is a complete mystery.  Stevenson speculated that it may have been among the personal papers of Mary and her household that were seized before her trial and execution.   From there, it may--or may not--have somehow wound up in the possession of Thomas Phelipps, a forger and cryptographer who worked for Francis Walsingham, Elizabeth's spymaster.   All we know is that it somehow wound up in the British Museum, as part of the famous manuscript collection begun by the 17th century antiquarian Sir Robert Cotton.  (Stevenson theorized that the "History" was among the historical documents that Phelipps sold Cotton many years later.  As a side note, the fact that a talented professional forger, in need of money, was selling "state papers" to Cotton should itself set off a few alarm bells.) 

This "Claude Nau History" is, obviously, a very dubious source.  We do not know who wrote it, or when, or why, or what the author's sources were.  Historians--who tend, for some reason, to accept the entire manuscript as unquestioned fact--assume that Nau wrote it under Mary's guidance, but there is not the slightest evidence for this.  (Some of Mary's biographers even describe Mary as "dictating" the work to Nau, which is complete fantasy!)  Many historians virtually paraphrase the entire work--anecdotes, dialogue, and all--and frequently without attribution, thus giving unwary readers the impression that all of the manuscript's information is absolute, genuine, proven fact.  In truth, we have no way of knowing how accurate the work is (although, much of the document, where it can be checked, is clearly fiction.) 

There is another reason to reject the hypothesis that Nau wrote this manuscript under Mary's tutelage:  Mary, as we shall see later, disliked and distrusted Nau.  (With good reason--Nau seems to have had the honor of being Mary's last Judas.)  If Mary were to write an autobiography (which is what careless historians seem to assume the document to be) Nau would surely be the last man she would enlist for the role of ghostwriter. 

The "Claude Nau History" itself is a strange piece of writing.  It contains many claims that are either impossible to verify, unlikely, or downright bizarre.  It is written in the "Classical" style popularly used for writing history in those times:  The form is that of a historical novel, with considerable dialogue (much of which is hilariously unlikely.)  As if, all those years later, Mary could repeat verbatim everything anyone ever said around her!  There are long, stagy speeches made by various people, along with the usual moralizing asides.  In Mary's day, history was written not to present literal truth, but as propaganda, or as a framework for the author's philosophical views.  (The "History of King Richard III" attributed to Sir Thomas More, George Buchanan's libelous broadsides, the pair of "Memoirs" attributed to James Melville and Mary's other contemporary, Lord Herries--the latter is a particularly dubious source, despite its frequent use by historians, as it is now believed that Herries probably did not even actually write any of the work that bears his name--are all other examples of this style.)  Noted the modern-day historian W.A. Gatherer, "This conception of the nature of history precluded any effort to interpret the past in the light of objective truth.  It stimulated rather than suppressed prejudice, for it compelled the chronicler to pass judgment on historical personages in accordance with his own standards of right and wrong.  It led the historian to regard the past not as a pattern of actual events but as a mythology, having the past for its setting, famous men for its characters." 13 It is clearly risky to trust the "Claude Nau History" as a legitimate account. 

This, then, is the only source we have for the story that Mary had a miscarriage.  It is possible that such a thing happened--her precarious physical health, as well as her recent emotional traumas, could have been enough to make her lose the pregnancy.  However, we have no proof of this, and for historians to blindly accept the story as solid fact is simply wrong.  (Particularly as there are no contemporary accounts of Mary being prostrated when she abdicated.) 

Her pregnancy is a complete mystery.  The last contemporary reference to her condition was in a dispatch of Throckmorton's dated a week before the abdication.  After that, comes...nothing.  As far as we know, this pregnancy was never mentioned again in the political and diplomatic records of the day, by Mary or anyone else. 

Are we to believe that no one--Mary's friends and enemies alike--made any effort to establish what became of Mary and Bothwell's child?  When it was first revealed that she was pregnant, the news certainly generated a good deal of consternated interest.  Their child, after all, would be next in line to the throne.  Those who knew the truth about James would be aware that this child was Mary's true heir.  Yet, we have no record of anyone even making an investigation into this child's fate! 

Even if Mary did miscarry, everyone would want--need--this fact established.  The complete silence about her pregnancy is a vital piece of information in itself.  It tends to hint that the result of her pregnancy--whatever it may have been--was known...and it was to everyone's best interest to keep silent about it.  If Mary gave birth to a living child on Lochleven, her enemies would have reason to keep the fact secret.  If they wished to be rid of Mary and Bothwell, they would want to be rid of their child as well. 

Mary, for that very reason, would also be compelled not to reveal the child's existence.  Until she was free and back in power, she would be unable to protect the child.  The only way she had to ensure its safety was in convincing the world it did not exist. 

There is, besides the miscarriage story, another account of this child.  In the memoirs of the French diplomat Castelnau de Mauvissiere, the work's editor, a 17th-century French court official and historian named Laboureur, added, as a footnote, that Mary and Bothwell had a daughter, who was brought to France and raised in the convent of Notre Dame de Soissons.  (In connection with this story, it is perhaps significant that the convent's abbess during Mary's time was related to her maternal grandmother, Antoinette de Bourbon, Duchess of Guise.)  Laboureur does not give the source for this claim, but it is at least as likely as the miscarriage report, and would, in addition, serve to explain the curious "wall of silence" surrounding the conclusion of her pregnancy. 

Regarding the "lost" descendants of Mary and Bothwell, there is the equally baffling case of a boy named William Hepburn.  William is Bothwell's only recorded child.  We seem to have no information whatsoever about him, other than his name.  There are no known records showing when or where he was born, who his mother was, where he lived, who raised him, and when he died.  Bothwell himself, as far as is known, left no spoken or written indications that he had any children. 

We would not even know this boy existed, if not for two pieces of information--information that only serves to deepen the mystery about him.  Bothwell's mother, Agnes Sinclair, died in 1572.  In her will, she left William the balance of her estate.  As Lady Agnes was a woman of means, there must have been documents concerning the transferring of the estate--records which provided at least some information about the boy and his guardians.  These records have not been uncovered.  The second known fact about William is even stranger.  In 1571, Lady Agnes was ordered by the Scottish government to have no communication with her grandson.  This was done because William--who must have still been a mere youth at the time--was considered one of "the King's rebels." 14 This strange paranoia shown by the Crown towards young William only deepens the suspicion that there was something unusual and undoubtedly threatening about the mysterious offspring of the man who was so very briefly King of Scotland. 

It has been suggested by Bothwell's principal biographer, Robert Gore-Browne, that William was the child of Anna Throndsen.  Throndsen was a Scandinavian woman who had an affair with Bothwell during his diplomatic visit to the Danish court in 1560.  She subsequently visited Scotland, then returned to her homeland in 1563.  (However, it must be cautioned that nothing relating to Anna’s time in Scotland, except for the bare fact that she obtained a passport to leave Scotland in 1563, is documented.  She was certainly Bothwell's mistress in Denmark, but she had a sister who lived in Scotland, so it is not certain whether her time in that country was spent with her sister's family or with Bothwell.)  While Anna might have been the mother of William Hepburn, it is doubtful.  Anna Throndsen lived well into the 17th century, and as she came from a socially prominent family, her life is quite well documented.  There is no hint of her ever having children.  (And if William was her son, it was usual then for illegitimate children to be raised by the mother's family, so she surely would have taken him back home with her.) 

Also, if this theory was true, why would Agnes Sinclair leave virtually her entire estate to the bastard child of a long-ago foreign mistress of her son's?  Such things, in that day, simply were not done.  Illegitimate children were usually acknowledged, and were frequently remembered in wills, but they were not named as heirs to estates.  That was the province of legitimate descendants.  And if William was merely the son of Anna Throndsen, why did someone in authority take sufficient interest in him to go to the trouble of forbidding his grandmother to communicate with him? 

Could William Hepburn have been, in fact, the son of Bothwell and Mary?  On Lochleven, did Mary, as the "Claude Nau History" states, indeed have twins--but living, not dead, ones?  Twins who were the legitimate heirs to the Scottish and English thrones?  Was the daughter sent to the safety of a French convent, and the son taken to an even more secure, more secret haven?  This is mere speculation, unproven and, barring the discovery of any new evidence on the matter, unprovable.  However, from the little we know, it is no less possible than the miscarriage claim.  All history knows about the fate of Mary's pregnancy is...that we do not know. 

There is, however, one small, intriguing comment on the mystery.  After Mary's escape from Lochleven, nearly a year after her imprisonment, a rumor spread that she had given birth to a living child on the island, and it is a fact that in late January/early February 1568, nine months after the April 1567 "marriage contract" and Bothwell's "abduction," Mary was bedridden with an unspecified ailment.  Was this when she gave birth?  (There is no record of Mary herself either confirming or denying these stories, and, stranger still, no record of anyone even asking her about them.)  There is, however, a story claiming that someone once asked Lethington if he knew whether there was any truth to the rumor.  Lethington replied that he did not know if there was a child, but that if he did know, he would never tell, "for such knowledge was like gunpowder."15 

Even for Lethington, this was a peculiar remark.  If this story is true, it indicates, first, that he did know, or at least suspect, that there was indeed a child--if he thought otherwise, he would have simply said so.  Also, why would "such knowledge" be so dangerous?  Why, indeed...unless Lethington knew that, with Mary's abdication, any child of Mary and Bothwell's was the rightful King or Queen of Scotland.  This is the only reasonable interpretation of his statement.  It is also the most reasonable interpretation about the lack of information about Mary's pregnancy.  Too many people had too much to hide where it was concerned. 

Once Mary had officially abdicated, the Lords wasted no time.  The thirteen-month old James was crowned King on July 29, 1567. 

There was more riding on this coronation than most people, at the time, could have ever dreamed.  Laurence Gardner, the genealogist and Stuart historian, revealed, in his 1996 book, "Bloodline of the Holy Grail," perhaps more than he intended about the long-term plan behind James' coronation. 

Gardner states that putting James on the throne was central to England's ultimate goal of possessing Scotland outright.  He explains that the English intended to put James and his line on the throne of England long enough to dissolve the Scottish Parliament and restrict Scottish influence in any of their own affairs.  Then, says Gardner, "at an appropriate time, the Stuarts could be discredited and deposed," leaving Westminster free to replace them with a monarch of their own choosing. 16 (This is, of course, precisely what happened.  Under the English reign of the Stuarts, Scotland lost all its independence as a nation.  James' grandson, James II, was deposed in 1688, and under the reign of his daughter, Anne--the last Stuart monarch--Scotland was formally annexed to England, a situation that exists to this day.) 

What is most interesting about Gardner's story is his choice of words:  He implies that London wanted James and his descendants on the English throne specifically because they knew they could easily be "discredited and deposed."  In other words, London knew James was vulnerable as a King.  How else can you know in advance that you can easily "discredit and depose" a King, unless you know--and can prove--that the King does not deserve to be King at all?  It is quite possible that, from the time of James' birth, the London government knew of his true parentage, and resolved to use it in order to get complete control of Scotland.  For the plan to work, it would be necessary not only to put a Scottish monarch on the English throne--it would have to be a Scottish monarch who would be easy to dominate, and then, when the time was right, to discredit and depose.  This meant that Mary and her legitimate line (particularly her line by the notorious Anglophobe Bothwell) would first have to be removed.  Her true children, with no great secrets hanging over their heads, could not be controlled or removed so easily. 

It took two generations, but it was done.  Elizabeth's first great minister, William Cecil, led the plots leading to Mary's downfall, soon after James' birth.  His son Robert, Elizabeth's last great minister, engineered James' ascension to the English throne (and, afterwards, played James like a violin.)  Both Scotland and the British monarchy itself are what they are today because of the Cecils, father and son.  That family has much to answer
  for.
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Two weeks after James' coronation, Moray returned to Scotland.  He was the inevitable choice to assume the Regency.  He was the leader of the anti-Mary faction, the favorite of the Kirk, and--most importantly--Elizabeth's number-one lapdog. 

According to Moray, he demurred.  He felt unready to take on the enormous task of cleaning up the incredible mess Mary had made of things.  However, he sighed, if this was her dearest wish, what else could he do?  He solicitously told Mary that he would do his best to preserve her honor, but that she must not think of regaining her freedom, "neither was it good for her to seek it."  (It would be even worse for the Earl of Moray, but he did not mention that.)1 

As for the only other witness to this scene, Mary's account is tellingly terse.  She related only that when Moray realized her determined antipathy to the idea of him taking the Regency, he coldly informed her that he had already accepted the office, so further argument on the subject was pointless.2 

We perhaps get the clearest indication of how their interview went from Moray's parting words to his sister:  He warned Mary that if she should do anything further to displease the Lords--such as trying to escape or persisting in her devotion to Bothwell--her life would be in the gravest peril. 

After his visit with Mary, Moray's next item of business was the final destruction of her husband.  Bothwell was still cutting a determined swath through Scotland, single-handedly working to organize the increasingly demoralized and apathetic ranks of Mary's friends into a unit for her defense.  Bothwell, his enemies knew, was a desperate man, with little more to lose.  He would have to be stopped, and soon. 

At the end of June, the sum of a thousand crowns was offered for Bothwell's capture, and three days later he was ordered to make an appearance at the Tolbooth to stand trial for murder and kidnapping.  As he showed no inclination to obligingly fall into this rather obvious trap, he was declared outlaw and rebel.  At the next meeting of the Scottish Parliament in December, a formal act of attainder was brought against him, with all his titles, properties, and offices forfeited. 

This sealed Mary's fate, as well as Bothwell's.  Once Mary was imprisoned, James crowned, and Moray installed as Regent, her supporters were already reluctant to risk their necks in her cause.  Now, in addition, even her most devoted friends were leery of taking as their leader a fugitive with a price on his head.  Bothwell was, as always, the only one willing to risk anything for her.  Now that he was so discredited, her other friends were thinking, not of battle, but of making peace with the new regime. 

Bothwell was undaunted.  If he could not raise men on land, he decided, he would do so by sea.  He would build a naval armada to secure Mary's liberation.  Using his authority as Lord High Admiral, he sent word among fishermen, sailors, privateers, pirates--any men of the sea with a taste for adventure--to join him in rescuing the fairy-tale princess from the dragons that surrounded her. 

It is said that this period of Bothwell's maritime adventures was the inspiration for Lord Byron's epic poem, "The Corsair," a reference, no doubt, also, to the high-ranking Freemasons' allegiance to "pirates and corsairs," and many of Byron's lines do seem an apt tribute to the Queen's consort turned pirate King: 


  "But who that Chief?--His name on every shore

    Is famed and feared--they ask, and know no more

    With these he mingles not but to command;

    Few are his words, but keen his eye and hand.

    Ne'er seasons he with mirth their jovial mess,

    But they forgive his silence for success.

    

    'Steer to that shore!'--they sail.  'Do this!'--'tis done.

    'Now form and follow me!'--the spoil is won.

    Thus prompt his accents and his actions still,

    And all obey, and few inquire his will...

    Yet they repine not, so that Conrad guides;

    And who dare question aught that he decides?

    

    Still sways their souls with that commanding art

    That dazzles, leads, yet chills the vulgar heart.

    What is that spell that thus his lawless train

    Confess and envy, yet oppose in vain?

    What should it be that thus their faith can bind?

    The power of Thought--the magic of the Mind!




Lord Byron clearly distinguishes the elevated Bothwell from the ordinary man, who possesses merely the "vulgar heart."  Bothwell obviously was initiated in the mysteries of the "commanding art"--the Royal, Kabbalistic art of alchemy--which teaches that all power is in the will, that all magic is "of the mind." 

Bothwell was Mary's only real hope of deliverance.  No one else in the world seemed to be showing the slightest concern for her fate.  She had been out of favor with the English Catholics ever since the Darnley murder.  Her relationship with the Vatican had always been shaky, and when she married Bothwell, the Pope announced he wished to have nothing more to do with the Queen of Scots.  The same was true for Philip.  In France, the Guises saw her as the family embarrassment who, since she had no more political value for them, was to be left to fend for herself.  Catherine de Medici could scarcely contain her glee at Mary's downfall.  When it was proposed that French soldiers be sent to liberate their former Queen, her ex-brother-in-law, King Charles, was willing--in his own perverse way, he had been very fond of her--but his mother immediately vetoed the idea.  France, said Catherine firmly, was not going to lift a finger in Mary's behalf. 

That seemed to leave the job of saving Mary to Bothwell, as usual.  Outlawed, disgraced, and pursued by bounty hunters, he seemed as confident as ever.  The magician no longer commanded a kingdom, but he still had "the power of Thought."  He did not seem to doubt for a minute his own ability to recover from the current disaster. 

He was now visiting Spynie Castle, the home of his great-uncle, the Bishop of Moray.  He had earlier called on Huntly at his estate of Strathbogie, hoping to enlist his aid for Mary.  His proposal for using Huntly's Highlanders to stage a raid on Lochleven met with a chilling lack of enthusiasm, and Bothwell made an abrupt departure, perhaps having learned that his former brother-in-law was now proclaiming that all parties would be best served by Bothwell's death. 3 (Huntly was soon to advocate the Queen's murder, as well.) 4

Unfortunately, he did not find Spynie much more inviting.  The Bishop gave him a warm welcome--Bothwell had always been a great favorite of his--but the Bishop's sons were another matter. 

The Bishop had at least a dozen illegitimate children by various women--it is said he baptized them, in batches, assembly-line fashion--and three of the sons resolved to make a fast thousand crowns by killing Bothwell.  (They apparently considered murdering their father, as well, while they were at it.)  With the encouragement of Lethington, Huntly, and the English spy Christopher Rokesby (who was still imprisoned in Spynie and, thus, had his own grudges against Bothwell,) the three led an assault against their cousin.  The attack was no more successful than any of the previous attempts against Bothwell's life--the only one killed in the brawl was one of the sons--but the incident led Bothwell to feel that he might have outstayed his welcome. 

He had, by this time, acquired five ships and three hundred men to staff them, which he immediately put to beneficial use by pirating a ship containing goods recently purchased by Moray.  In more orthodox fashion, he chartered two more ships from a couple of Hanseatic merchants.  He took his little fleet to the Orkneys, where the islanders, recognizing him, not the Edinburgh government as their rightful ruler, gave him an enthusiastic reception, and, it was reported, "began to lean on him."5 

Unfortunately, Bothwell once again ran into trouble in the shape of a Balfour.  Another of Sir James' brothers, Gilbert, was sheriff of the islands.  Following in the grand family tradition of despicable treachery, Gilbert fired his castle's guns on Bothwell's fleet, preventing them from landing.  Bothwell moved on to the more congenial atmosphere of the Shetlands, where his mother's kinsman, Oliver Sinclair, was governor. 

The government was becoming increasingly alarmed by Bothwell's energetic activities.  It began to look as if they would never be rid of the man.  They had heard of Bothwell's plans for building a naval hegemony, and they knew that if anyone could pull off such a wild scheme, he could.  Moray sent virtually the entire Scottish navy, headed by William Kirkcaldy, out to the islands to capture Bothwell.  Kirkcaldy's fleet far outnumbered Bothwell's, but he, unlike his opponent, was no sailor.  When Kirkcaldy made his raid on the Shetlands, one of Bothwell's ships managed to lure Kirkcaldy's on to a sunken rock near the shore.  This sank the ship, which delayed the pursuit long enough for Bothwell's little fleet to escape to Unst, the most northerly of the islands.  Here, they were soon followed by Kirkcaldy's ships (but minus Kirkcaldy himself; he had had enough of going up against Bothwell, and had elected to stay on dry land.) 

At Unst, Bothwell's fleet battled the enemy for three hours, until his best vessel, the "Pelican," had its mainmast shot away.  It looked like the end, as the ship was now not even seaworthy, but Bothwell refused to surrender;  he would rather give himself up to the sea than allow his enemies the satisfaction of finally killing him themselves. 

His ships were saved by a sudden squall.  Bothwell caught the wind, using it to outrun his foes for over sixty miles until the pursuers finally gave up the chase.  Bothwell's by now badly battered ships, once they emerged from the storm, found themselves on the coast of Norway, which was then a dependency of Denmark.  There, they encountered the ship of a Danish captain named Aalborg, who was patrolling the waters in search of pirates. 

He was, unsurprisingly, immediately suspicious of Bothwell's decidedly unsavory-looking ships.  (Bothwell himself, dressed in old, patched boatswain's clothes, did not look much better.)  Aalborg accosted Bothwell's ship, and boarded it to make inquiries. 

It must have been an encounter the captain never forgot.  While attempting to bring these suspicious ruffians into custody, the ragged figure he was confronting suddenly announced that he was the husband of the Queen of Scotland.  Bothwell had no proof of this rather startling statement, or indeed, papers of any kind (in regards to this, Bothwell explained dryly that he had left Scotland somewhat unexpectedly.)  The baffled Aalborg brought him to Bergen for questioning.  There, in front of a board appointed by the governor, Eric Rosencrantz, Bothwell repeated his claim of identity.  They did not question this, due to "the serenity of his countenance." 6 They only wished to know about the absence of a passport, or any other authority for him to travel. 

"Who can give me credentials?"  Bothwell pointed out matter-of-factly.  "Being myself the supreme ruler of the land, of whom can I receive authority?"7 

The good citizens of Bergen had not looked at it that way.  The issue was dropped.  They were, however, still determined to establish the exact ownership of his vessels, as well as what, precisely, the husband of the Queen of Scotland was doing in their midst.  A court session was held to investigate the matter. 

This was interrupted by the sudden appearance of Bothwell's former mistress, Anna Throndsen.  She lived in the area, and when she heard of Bothwell's arrival, her representatives marched into the courthouse to lodge a breach-of-promise suit against him. 

Bothwell must have felt that it needed but this to make his day.  He made no comment on the matter, merely offering Throndsen one of his ships and an annuity on his lands in Scotland as compensation.  This was not much of an offer--the ship was only rented, not owned by him, and as he was an outlaw with all his property seized by the government, Anna would be wasting her time trying to collect.  She professed herself satisfied, however, and, having created her strange and seemingly pointless little scene, re-exited Bothwell's life for good.  (In regards to the speculation that Anna was the mother of Bothwell's son William, it should be noted that in her petition, she said nothing indicating that Bothwell ever fathered a child on her.) 

Rosencrantz, however, was still reluctant to give Bothwell permission to depart.  Although his Scottish guest had expressed his desire, if he was not going to be allowed to see the Danish King in person, to seek aid for his wife in France, Holland, or even back in Scotland,  Rosenkrantz and his officials suspected Bothwell's true intended destination might be Sweden, with whom Denmark was at war.  It was alleged that during his brief period as Scotland's leader, Bothwell had shown support for the Swedes, and the Bergen officials feared the possibility that he might make an alliance with them. 

In addition, the authorities had discovered, in Bothwell's ship, a portfolio of various personal papers of his.  These included copies of the documents naming him to his dukedom, the proclamations declaring him an outlaw, and a letter from Mary (now, most unfortunately, lost) bewailing their current troubles.  These papers only complicated matters further.  While they served as additional proof of Bothwell's identity, they also indicated that he had left Scotland under, to put it delicately, something of a cloud. 

The local authorities had come to the conclusion that the whole situation was too much for them to handle.  On September 30, 1567, Bothwell was sent to Copenhagen to confer with ministers of King Frederick. 

During Bothwell's stay at the Danish court in 1560, Frederick saw much of the young Scotsman, and evidently came away with a high regard for him.  His unusual sympathy for Bothwell's current plight was evident from the start.  The King gave orders that he be given suitably royal accommodations while he tried to decide what on Earth was to be done with his unexpected visitor. 

Peter Oxe, the High Steward of Denmark, who had been given charge of Bothwell, was nervous about his job.  He advised Frederick that, while Bothwell was, at that time, being quite cooperative, "the Scottish King" (as he was referred to in the Danish correspondence) was, as Oxe put it, "very cunning and inventive,"8 and he doubted whether Bothwell could be held, if he wished to escape. 

Oxe also informed Frederick that Bothwell had told him his version of the events surrounding Darnley's murder.  (Frustratingly, we are not told what it was.)  We only know that Bothwell's story obviously struck the Danes as believable, and as one that warranted further investigation. 

Frederick, interestingly, openly doubted Bothwell's guilt.  He pointed out that, not only had his accusers themselves acquitted him of the murder, they were all traitors to the Crown, making their word something less than credible.  However, he believed having Bothwell in his custody could prove useful to him.  He had Bothwell moved to Malmo Castle, in what is now Sweden, and gave instructions that Bothwell should be given accommodations suitable to his rank, and that he be treated with respect, but the castle was heavily guarded to prevent escape. 

Bothwell, however, had no intention of leaving, at the moment, at least.  He had conceived a plan for utilizing Frederick to secure Mary's rescue.  He wrote to the King promising that, in return for Danish ships and troops, he would formally cede to Denmark his dukedom of the Orkneys. 

This definitely caught Frederick's eye.  The Orkneys had been part of Denmark until a century before, when a Danish princess brought them as her dowry when she married the King of Scotland.  Frederick had long dreamed of getting the islands back, and, particularly as he was already sympathetic to the Queen of Scots and her husband, Bothwell's proposal was a very alluring one.  This idea made it all the easier for Frederick to ignore the requests he was getting, from Scotland and England both, to extradite Bothwell to Scotland, or, if that was too much trouble, to simply provide them with Bothwell's head.  Frederick merely replied that Bothwell was being kept under secure guard, and that everyone would have to be content with that. 

It seems very possible that Frederick would have provided Bothwell with the military assistance he required, if it had not been for an event, which, ironically, only served to seal Mary's doom:  On May 2, 1568, after eleven months in Lochleven, Mary escaped the island.
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This was not Mary's first effort to free herself.  (It is interesting, however, that, aside from a rumored attempt to flee in a rowboat a few weeks after her imprisonment, she made no real effort to escape until after the date when Laboureur claimed she gave birth to Bothwell's child.)  At the end of March, she persuaded the washerwoman who made weekly trips to the island to change clothes with her.  She managed to keep her face disguised, but her slender, white, beautiful hands gave her away to the boatmen who were to row her to shore.  They realized at one glance that those were not the hands of a laundress! 

Her escape seems to have been practically a collusive event.  Although it was, naturally, denied by everyone involved, it is obvious that her keepers simply allowed her to take her leave.  She had, to the alarm of the Lords, managed to beguile, charm, and fascinate the entire Douglas family. 

Lady Margaret's eldest son, William, soon declared to his cousin, the Earl of Morton, that even if the Queen was guilty of all the charges against her, "there ran no vice in her but that the same is as largely in you."1 Many of her guards became secret partisans, suspected of smuggling out letters for her and abetting plans for her escape.  And William's youngest brother, George Douglas, was said to be in a "fantasy of love" for her.  Young George was Mary's key to winning the allegiance of his mother, the formidable Lady Margaret.  Mary was said to have planted the idea in the matriarch's head that, once she was back on her throne, she would not object to making George her fourth husband. 

Lady Margaret immediately snapped at the bait.  Moray's mother she may have been, but she was a woman well attuned to life's practicalities.  Given the choice between having an illegitimate son as Regent or a legitimate one as King, it was not difficult for her to secretly switch loyalties.  When the young "foundling," Willie, organized Mary's escape, (both he and young George remained Mary's devoted supporters for the rest of her life,) Lady Margaret turned a determinedly blind eye. 

When Mary's boat arrived on the mainland, she was met by a group of supporters that included George Douglas, an assortment of Hamiltons, and Bothwell's cousin, Alexander Hepburn of Riccarton.  Her first action was to commission Hepburn to order the surrender of Dunbar Castle to her party, after which he was to carry to Bothwell the news of her escape.  Now that she was free, she was certain they would soon be reunited. 

Moray's brief regency was not proving to be a popular one--his most notable governing talents seemed to lie in ordering executions and allowing Elizabeth to lead him around by the nose.  (A contemporary compared Moray's ineptness as a ruler to that of an unskilled and clumsy tennis player, unable to control the game and "running ever after the ball.") 2 Besides, Mary's imprisonment had, inevitably, won much sympathy for her, leading people to take a more charitable view of her alleged sins.  Men quickly flocked in great numbers to her side, ready to fight for her cause. 

Her most numerous and powerful allies were her old foes, the Hamiltons.  Their recent realization that not they, but Moray, would benefit from Mary’s overthrow, or even death (which they had earlier advocated) caused them to instantly reinvent themselves as “Queen’s men,“ hoping to use her as their vehicle for conquering Moray, and then Scotland itself.  The clan quickly assumed leadership of Mary's forces, virtually taking possession of the Queen. 

Mary immediately saw her dilemma.  She knew the Hamiltons wished to liberate her from Moray's captivity only so they themselves could capture her.  They had already determined which of the Hamilton men she would marry, once they had reinstated her as Queen.  (Mary was still refusing to consider divorce, but everyone else seems to have looked at the dissolution of her marriage as something almost too obvious to even require mentioning.)  Additionally, many clans were refusing to lend her their support, because of their enmity towards the Hamiltons.  Mary was beginning to wonder, in fact, if the "protection" of the Hamiltons would be all that different than her cell in Lochleven.  Or safer.  When she was first imprisoned, no one had campaigned for her immediate execution more vigorously than Clan Hamilton, a family who never forgot for an instant their tantalizing proximity to the Scottish throne.  Mary doubted she even wanted a victory, if it was one that benefited only them.  She might have to solicit foreign military aid, and she insisted, against the Hamiltons’ wish, on marching to Dumbarton Castle, an impregnable coastal fortress where she could remain in security while either building her party to the point where she was no longer dependent on the Hamiltons, or, if it became necessary, to go abroad.  Both Moray and the Hamiltons, on the other hand, wanted an immediate military showdown for the same reasons that Mary wished to avoid it.  Moray, obviously, had no desire to give Mary time to engineer Bothwell's return and strengthen her forces, while the Hamiltons were determined that their Royal prize should not slip through their fingers.  They planned for Mary to remount her throne on their terms, not hers. 

Mary's interlude of freedom lasted exactly eleven days.  On May 13, her army was ambushed by Moray's forces, led by William Kirkcaldy, at a place known as Langside.  Although the Queen's forces far outnumbered the Regent's, she had no adequate commander.  (The leaders of her party were, in the words of a contemporary observer, "mostly fools.") 3 The Hamiltons were no military men.  Her other captain, the Earl of Argyll, suffered a mysterious collapse at the very beginning of the battle, and her army, left virtually leaderless, soon fell apart and was easily vanquished, in less than an hour.  (It was later asserted that Argyll was secretly on Moray's side all along, and that his "collapse" was an act, designed to sabotage Mary's army.  While this story is unproven, it seems too much in keeping with Scottish methods for it not to be true.) 

T.F. Henderson, if anything, understated the case when he noted of Mary that "for pure dauntlessness of heart, she can never have had a superior," 4 but upon seeing the destruction of her army, she instantly galloped off in utter panic, in mortal fear for her life.  The legal punishment for women accused of killing their husbands was to be burned alive.  The cries of the mob to "Burn the whore!" were indelibly etched on her memory.  It says much about Moray and his relationship with Mary that the mere thought of falling into his power terrified her as nothing in her life ever had or would again.  Wherever she went, whatever she did, meant little to her, it seemed, if she could only save herself from her brother’s grasp. 

Her only hope was to reach Dumbarton.  From there, she would be free to go anywhere she thought best.  Moray, however, was well aware of her intentions.  To her alarm, she found the roads swarming with her enemies.  On all sides, she was suddenly surrounded by men deployed to recapture her, leaving her with no time to reach the boat that would have brought her to the castle.  Mary panicked and, with a small group of companions, rode for her life to the only avenue open to her:  The Border. 

It is interesting, if futile, to speculate on what Mary would have done if she had made it to Dumbarton, and been able to acquire a ship with a crew that could be trusted not to betray her--which was in itself questionable.  After all, the world was not exactly waiting with open arms to receive her.  Thanks to the Darnley murder and, especially, her marriage to Bothwell, she was about as popular at the Vatican and Madrid as Martin Luther.  France was ruled by Catherine de Medici, who had never made any secret of her desire to destroy Mary, and the Cardinal of Lorraine cared little whether she lived or died, if he did not see any way to use her for his own political benefit. 

The most intriguing--and logical--theory is that Mary's destination, had she been able to take to the sea, should have been Denmark.  This, really, would have been the best refuge for her.  Frederick was virtually the only person in Europe willing to give her and Bothwell the benefit of the doubt on the Darnley murder.  He was clearly sympathetic to both of them.  Once both she and Bothwell were in Denmark, ready to make a deal with Frederick about the Orkneys, Frederick would have had little reason not to provide the pair with the necessary military aid to retake the throne.  This scenario is, of course, merely one of the many painful "what if" moments that littered Mary's entire life.  As usual with her, events worked out in the worst possible way.  Instead of the sanctuary of Dumbarton, she was driven by her pursuers in the direction of England.  She rode practically without stopping, in headlong flight to the south, until she reached the temporary shelter of Dundrennan Abbey, near the Solway Firth, on May 15th--the first anniversary of her marriage to Bothwell. 

She afterwards described the experience in a letter to the Cardinal of Lorraine:  "I have," she wrote, "endured injuries, calumnies, imprisonment, famine, cold, heat, flight, not knowing whither, ninety-two miles across the country without stopping or alighting, and then I have had to sleep on the ground, and drink sour milk, and eat oatmeal without bread, and have been three nights like the owls, without a female in this country, where, to crown all, I am little else than a prisoner.  And in the meanwhile, they demolish all the houses of my servants, and I cannot aid them; and hang their owners, and I cannot compensate them:  and yet they all remain faithful to me, abominating these cruel traitors...When I parted from my people in Scotland, I promised to send them assistance at the end of August.  For God's sake let them not be both denied and deceived...It is all one for myself, but let not my subjects be deceived and ruined; for I have a son, whom it would be a pity to leave in the hands of these traitors."5 

From childhood on, Mary had been extensively trained in the use of various codes and cyphers to disguise her messages, and the peculiar phrasing of this letter suggests a real text that is inescapable:  Mary was heartbroken about leaving Scotland in a state in which it would be "deceived," and the disjointed juxtaposition of the phrases "denied and deceived" and "deceived and ruined" with the words "for I have a son," points to a definite connection in her mind between the two disparate thoughts. 

So, what was she to do?  She was a cornered fox, ringed by enemies on all sides.  Since she could not make it to the coast, the small group of friends with her urged Mary to remain in Scotland and regroup.  Her friends would shelter her until another army could be assembled. 

The idea of remaining in Scotland, with Moray hot on her trail, filled Mary with a hysterical panic.  No fate, she thought, could be worse than the one her brother had planned for her.  She was ready to try anything to avoid that.  To remain in Scotland was unthinkable.  Her companions talked about her friends protecting her.  Lord Herries, the leader of her little entourage, urged her to take refuge at one of his own castles until her army could be reassembled.  Mary saw these words as little more than a sick joke.  Seven years in the country had taught her what Scottish friendship meant.  She would sooner entrust her life to a pack of rabid wolves.  Herries himself--who was asking her to virtually trust her life in his hands--had demonstrated a notably variable loyalty throughout her reign.  He was, in Throckmorton's words, a "cunning horseleech," of whom Mary herself had noted, "there is nobody can be sure of him." 6 At the last meeting of the Scottish Parliament, Herries had even given a speech defending the Lords' decision to imprison Mary, arguing that her obstinate affection for her husband, and her refusal to leave him, had given them no other option. 7 The only person in Scotland she had ever been able to trust was Bothwell...and Scotland had managed to take him away from her.  It would not be surprising, she knew, if some of her own followers were already starting to wonder if their best move would not be to make their peace with the new regime.  How could she be certain that some of them might not decide that the best way of ingratiating themselves with Moray would be to hand her over to him? 

As she considered her appalling position, she realized her best--indeed, her only option--was England.  Elizabeth had expressed strong--and, to a certain extent, sincere--disapproval of her imprisonment.  She had promised Mary that she would help reinstate her.  Throckmorton had refused to attend James' coronation, and Elizabeth had yet to formally recognize him as King.  In England, ironically, Mary was still what she no longer was in Scotland--a Queen.  Mary had no reason to assume that Elizabeth would do anything but treat her at least with the honor due to any fellow sovereign. 

This was what, more than anything, led Mary to her decision to go to England.  Ever since Mary returned to Scotland, she had wanted desperately to have a meeting with Elizabeth.  If she could see her in person, Mary felt, it would be the answer to all her difficulties with England.  Elizabeth's constant evasions of this personal encounter were a source of great frustration to Mary.  Once she was in England, she believed it would force Elizabeth's hand.  She would have no choice but to receive Mary at her court.  And that, Mary was convinced, would resolve everything. 

Why Mary felt this so strongly is not precisely known.  This feeling of hers seems to have gone far beyond any mere assumption of being able to charm Elizabeth.  It is also a belief she carried right to the end.  All through her years in England, Mary was to say repeatedly that, if she could only have a private, face-to-face meeting with Elizabeth, her troubles would be over. 

Why would this be so?  Mary, over the years, frequently wrote to Elizabeth, asserting that she had some sort of information that Elizabeth very much needed to know.  Information that Mary could only relate to her directly.  "I would and did mean to have uttered such matter unto her, as I should have done to no other, nor never yet did to any," 8she said shortly after her escape from Lochleven.  "Would to God that you knew what I know," read a line from one of her later letters to her rival.  "You shall declare that we have some matter of great weight...which we cannot commit to the credit of any person nor to writing,"9 declared another.  Assuming this was not some bizarre ploy on Mary's part, what could this have meant?  What could have been important--and private--enough for such secrecy?  James, and the truth about his birth, is, of course, one obvious answer.  Or was it something Mary happened to know about Elizabeth herself?  Like so much else in the story, it is a mystery. 

Mary's mind was made up.  Her rivalry with Elizabeth had been at the core of all her problems in Scotland.  She decided that she could hope to resolve the situation only by going to England and confronting her opponent directly.  Like Bothwell, she believed that the way to conduct a battle was to bypass the lowly foot soldiers and aim straight for the top. 

Her friends were horrified at the news, she later admitted.  They pleaded with her to stay in Scotland, to seek aid from Rome, France, Spain--to do anything but put herself in Elizabeth's power. 

Mary was adamant.  There were no other options, she declared.  And she would hardly be submitting herself to Elizabeth.  She was not an English subject, after all.  She was a foreign visitor, a sister Queen, making a state visit.  She was Elizabeth's equal, and would be treated as such. 

As always, once Mary's mind was made up, there was nothing on this Earth or above it that could stop her.  The next day, May 16, 1568, she landed in Cumberland, putting her feet for the first time on the soil of the country she had for years seen as her rightful kingdom.  She was twenty-five years old.  Even though she was to live for nineteen more years, one could say this was, essentially, the day she died.
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Chapter 32




 
  -Thirty Two-
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News of Mary's arrival hit like a thunderbolt through the North of England.  The North was largely Catholic, and this former stronghold of the last Plantagenet King, Richard III, had historically been cold towards the Tudor dynasty.  The local gentry flocked to see her, thrilled at being able to behold the most glamorous, most talked-about figure in Europe. 

The rapturous welcome she was getting convinced Mary that she had found the solution to her troubles.  As one of Cecil's agents warned him at this time, Mary was as determined as ever neither to relinquish Bothwell nor to give up on her claims to the English throne. 1 Now that she was in her proper realm, she believed, both her husband and her throne would soon be restored to her.  Immediately after her arrival, she resumed her correspondence with Bothwell, apprising him of these latest developments. 

Elizabeth, when she heard of Mary's arrival, was shocked and not a little frightened.  The idea that both she and Mary were inhabiting the same patch of ground unnerved her.  She had just sent a letter to Mary, congratulating her on her escape, but adding severely that she hoped Mary now realized that it was her shameful love for "that miserable miscreant"2 that got her into this mess in the first place, and warning her not to seek aid from abroad.  This was not quite the response she had been anticipating.  Mary's presence in England would force on Elizabeth the one thing she hated and feared most in the world--making decisions. 

William Cecil, who had none of Elizabeth's leadership phobias, was not nearly as troubled.  His worst fear had been that Mary would seek foreign assistance to launch an invasion into Scotland in her behalf.  He had undoubtedly heard of Bothwell's negotiations with Frederick for Danish naval assistance, of course--William Cecil always managed to hear of everything--news which would hardly have pleased him at all.  Now that she was under English control, and Cecil had--as another Englishman put it--"the wolf by the ears,"3 she could, at last, be fully neutralized. 

This would be a formidable task.  Sir Francis Knollys, one of Elizabeth's ministers, who had been assigned as Mary's "escort" (truly, as her first English jailer, although she did not fully realize it yet,) warned Cecil about the delicacy that would be needed in dealing with their Royal visitor. 

After commenting, with reluctant approval, that "Surely she is a rare woman; for as no flattery can abuse her, so no plain speech seems to offend her, if she thinks the speaker an honest man," later he goes on to say that "And yet this lady and princess is a notable woman.  She seemeth to regard no ceremonious honor beside the acknowledging of her estate regal.  She showeth a disposition to speak much, to be bold, to be pleasant, and to be very familiar.  She showeth a great desire to be avenged of her enemies; she showeth a readiness to expose herself to all perils in hope of victory; she delighteth much to hear of hardiness and valiancy, commending by name all approved hardy men of her country, although they be her enemies; and she commendeth no cowardness even in her friends.  The thing that most she thirsteth after is victory, and it seemeth to be indifferent to her to have her enemies diminish, either by the sword of her friends, or by the liberal promises and rewards of her purse, or by division and quarrels raised among themselves; so that for victory's sake, pain and perils seemeth pleasant unto her, and in respect of victory, wealth and all things seemeth to her contemptuous and vile." 

Knollys concluded, on a note almost of despair:  "What is to be done with such a lady and princess?"4 

What indeed?  Cecil could hardly have been encouraged by such a report.  In any case, both he and Elizabeth agreed that, whatever happened, Mary was not coming anywhere near London.  Cecil was hearing all sorts of blood-chilling stories informing him how Mary's visitors, Protestant and Catholic alike, were coming away positively enchanted by her.  Mary had always possessed a remarkable personal magnetism, and she seemed determined, from what Cecil could tell, to exercise this spell on the whole of England.  Even that elderly, querulous old Puritan, Knollys, was clearly fascinated by her.  The Spanish Ambassador in London noted "she certainly seems a lady of great spirit and gains so many friends where she is, that with a little help she would be able to get this kingdom in her hands."5 In a later dispatch to Philip, the envoy went even further.  A messenger of his having obtained an interview with Mary, he wrote, "The Queen of Scots told my servant to convey to me the following words:  'Tell the Ambassador that, if his master will help me, I shall be Queen of England in three months, and mass shall be said all over the country.'" 6 Cecil himself noted sourly that "She is able, by her great wit and sugared eloquence to win even such as before they shall come to her company shall have a great misliking." 7 He realized that Mary would have to be kept as isolated as possible. 

Elizabeth, for her part, dreaded allowing Mary into her presence.  Everyone assumed this resolve arose out of--in the French Ambassador's words--"the difference in beauty and grace between the two of them."8 As vain and insecure as Elizabeth was, it was reasoned that she feared her own juxtaposition with a younger, lovelier, more charming woman, who also happened to be her great political rival, would result in unsettling comparisons, to the distress and detriment of the Queen of England. 

There was certainly some element of this in Elizabeth's feelings, but her horror of Mary seems to have gone even beyond that.  It is clear that Elizabeth shared Mary's belief that the Queen of Scots would have some sort of power over her, should they ever meet.  Whatever the source of this power might have been--whether it was simply the force of Mary's charm (and considerably stronger personality,) or something deeper--Elizabeth acknowledged it, and it caused her to think of Mary with a strange mixture of envy, fascination, fear, and deadly hatred. 

Mary, who was now staying with Lord and Lady Scrope at their castle of Carlisle, was becoming increasingly puzzled and disturbed by Elizabeth's failure to formally receive her.  The woman seemed to be trying to ignore her existence!  Indignant, she began to talk of seeking aid from France, where she would at least be noticed, but Elizabeth's envoys informed her, politely but firmly, that this was not to be considered.  While continuing to dangle the bait of Elizabeth’s eventual aid, they made it clear that in England she was, and in England she would remain. 

Elizabeth, meanwhile, announced that she could not receive Mary until the charges against her had been cleared.  She had her own reputation to think of, after all, and could not be seen in the society of a woman so besmirched. 

It was resolved that there would be a formal conference on Mary's difficulties with her nobles, to be held at the end of the year.  The English would serve as moderators between Moray and his allies on the one side, and Mary's representatives--the Queen of Scots was not allowed to attend in person--on the other.  Although it would not be billed as such, it was to be, in a sense, Mary's trial for the Darnley murder.  Mary, at first, vehemently rejected the idea that she should sanction anything other than a personal meeting with Elizabeth, where they were to discuss the situation as equals, not as defendant and judge.  As a Queen, Mary insisted, her subjects had no right to act as her accusers.  She pointed out--accurately enough--that neither her subjects nor the English could legally exercise jurisdiction over her.  In response, Elizabeth sent her word explaining that the proposed meeting would be a mere formality designed for Mary's public vindication, with the Queen of England acting, not as her judge, but as her “dear cousin and friend,” offering merely “advice and counsel.”  Elizabeth gave her solemn pledge that Mary's honor would be protected, and she would afterwards be overjoyed to restore Mary to her throne.  Mary, probably realizing she really had little choice, gave a hesitant consent.  (Of course, Elizabeth was simultaneously promising Moray the exact opposite arrangement--Elizabeth's council had already resolved that Mary was to be imprisoned indefinitely--but no one bothered informing Mary of this.) 

It seems as if other, more permanent measures for dealing with Mary were attempted.  Her health had not been particularly strong ever since her mysterious collapse at Jedburgh in October of 1566, but as soon as she entered England, she was attacked by one illness after another.  One contemporary account records a typical attack:  "The Queen, on receipt of pills by her physician, for ease of her spleen, became very sick, so as they were driven to give her to drink aqua vitae [whiskey] in good quantity, but after the pills wrought the same night, she escaped the danger.  Her body remains yet still very much distempered."9 

Or, in the words of Mary herself:

"I took at eight o'clock some pills, and was suddenly seized with shivering and vomiting, and fell several times into convulsions."10 (A later observer to another period of illness attributed it to the Queen having "made overmuch use of physics.")11



In 1570, the Bishop of Ross reported that Mary had recently been given “a gentle potion to cleanse her stomach and first veins, which through the great weakness of these parts, she vomited again.  The 10th they proved [tried] afresh, but her Highness could not brook it in any form, neither yet anything that she received the same morning.”12 

Mary herself compared these attacks to her "Jedburgh illness."  For the rest of her life, especially during periods of particular activity in her political affairs, she was plagued by a number of debilitating symptoms that seem to exactly fit no one ailment (including porphyria.)  They do, however, fit to a nicety the symptoms of chronic poisoning.  The two quotes cited above (and they are only representative of many such statements) cannot but create the impression that her ill health was largely the work of man, not nature. 

And why should this not have been the case?  Mary had always been a highly inconvenient woman to many people, but never more so than at this time.  She was the loose cannon of Europe.  A homeless, deposed Queen, with a hopelessly sullied reputation, but still with enough potential power and influence to be extremely dangerous.  To Mary's enemies, she was a seemingly ineluctable threat.  To many of her allies, she was an embarrassing nuisance.  There were untold numbers of people at the time, Catholic and Protestant alike, who could not help but feel that life would be immeasurably simpler, were she to disappear from the scene.  The historian John Daniel Leader--who was hardly Mary's advocate--matter-of-factly noted that while Mary was in her custody, Queen Elizabeth "set her cunning intellect to work in devising a way of getting rid of the Queen of Scots, without seeming to be the author of her death."13 As was mentioned earlier, Elizabeth was later to see a discreet murder as the easiest way of dealing with the eternal problem of the Queen of Scots.  Are we to believe that no one had tried this option before? 

Mary certainly believed someone had.  Throughout her years in England, she frequently asked her friends to provide her with mithridates, "unicorn's horn," and other items held as antidotes to poison, and she constantly feared that the preparation of her meals was not sufficiently guarded. 

In 1574, hearing rumors that she might be transferred to the custody of the Earl of Bedford, she wrote to the Archbishop of Glasgow in alarm, calling upon her allies to do whatever was in their power to prevent such a calamity. 

"I do not desire this without cause," she wrote, "knowing the practices which are set on foot by my adversaries to place me in the hands of one of them, who is the Earl of Bedford, a man without faith and religion, and who openly declares himself my enemy.  My life would be in imminent peril; which, by the information I have before given to M. de la Mothe, I know certainly to be sought after by poison.  That wretched Rolson, who betrayed his father, is come to make the overtures and secret practices.  I have been secretly informed of the proposals and underhand dealings of Rolson, and for fear of bringing into suspicion those who have shown themselves honest people, and who in this have done me a friendly turn, I have entreated M. de la Mothe not to divulge it, and I also instruct you not to do so.  I understand that La Mothe has made some mention of this Rolson, under another pretext, as having been informed of the ill will which he bears me, in order that he should no longer have access where I am; and that since then this Queen has not spoken publicly to Rolson, as she was wont.  But he is no less in credit, in so much that having been thrown into prison for debt, she at once released him, against the law, and since has paid for him.  I do not like to think that she would consent to such an act of wickedness, but from the arguments used by Rolson, from all the journeys which he has made, and from his demonstrations, there is reason to suspect and fear that the source comes farther than from the Countess of Essex, a relative and intimate friend of this Queen, whom, he said, to have originated the proposal to make overtures to the Countess of Shrewsbury.  For he was incautious enough to say as much as this, that if anyone, without the knowledge of this Queen, were to poison me, he knew on good authority that she would be very much obliged to them for relieving her of so great a trouble."14 

Adding to the likelihood that Mary's illnesses were not natural is the fact that, in England, she was not the only one of her entourage to suffer painful, undiagnosable sicknesses.  One of her attendants, Lady Livingstone, also fell ill from a mysterious complaint soon after their arrival in England.  Throughout Mary's captivity, many of her attendants suffered from frequent, sometimes fatal illnesses.  Mary Seton, the only unmarried one left of the Queen's "Four Maries," who had remained in Mary's service all along, suffered so terribly that, a few years before Mary's execution, Seton had to leave her to retire to a French convent.  She, like Mary, was barely forty years old, but Seton's health was completely broken.  Could all this sickness have been merely a coincidence? 

Whatever the cause of her illnesses, Mary was not considerate enough to die, and the conference, which was held at Westminster, York, and Hampton Court from the end of 1568 to early the next year, went on as scheduled.  The whole proceeding was, as one would expect, a thorough farce.  The idea of attempting any honest examination of the Darnley murder was, of course, not considered for a second.  All of Mary‘s accusers--from the Earl of Lennox to Elizabeth herself--had reasons for not wanting the matter examined too closely, while Mary herself refused to give her own complete account of the murder until she could do so in a personal meeting with Elizabeth.  If the English Queen continued to deny Mary’s requests either to hold this meeting or to aid her restoration, then the entire matter was, in Mary’s view, none of Elizabeth’s concern.   The truth about Darnley’s death was thus left to be forever obscured in a morass of universal finger-pointings and evasions.  The conference was little more than Elizabeth's attempt, in the guise of “impartial arbitrator,” to thoroughly blacken Mary’s name, with the hope that this would not only allow her to squirm out of her earlier promises to champion Mary, but discourage others from doing so.  Moray was to make his case justifying Mary's ouster.  Mary's representatives were to make their case justifying her reinstatement.  And Elizabeth hoped to keep her own hands clean, whatever happened.  The only notable result of the conference was that Moray was forced to present the Casket Letters.  He had not wished to do so--he seemed to be hoping to keep them well buried--but the English insisted on seeing them for themselves. 

The debate over the authenticity of these letters has painfully dragged on over the generations because the "forgery" advocates stubbornly refuse to concede that everyone involved with the letters, most particularly Mary herself, behaved precisely as they would if the letters were real. In the absence of the original letters themselves, we have only the "evidence of circumstance" with which to work.  This evidence, however, unmistakably shows that the letters were not only genuine, but that they were a "double-edged sword" for Mary's enemies.  The letters were nearly as troublesome to them as they were to her. 

Mary was evidently first tipped off about the plans to make the letters public by Lethington, who, although nominally one of Moray's colleagues at the conference, was, in reality, clandestinely working for Mary's restoration.  The reason for this latest turn of Lethington's coat--the last one of his ignoble career--is fairly simple to explain.  Lethington's various shifts in allegiance were always motivated by fear, and he definitely feared Mary--much more so than he did the English.  Now that he felt his great enemy, Bothwell (whom he feared more than anyone) was safely disposed of, he was all for Mary being replaced on her throne, under terms that would render her no threat to anyone, most particularly himself.  Lethington had a low opinion of Elizabeth, as both woman and Queen (a feeling only augmented by the ease with which he manipulated her.)   He was convinced it was inevitable that Mary would triumph over the English Queen, by one means or another, and he wanted to be sure he was on her good side when she did. 

Lethington had a good reason to fear his former Queen:  Mary was blackmailing him.  She claimed that she had something in the handwriting of certain of her persecutors--Lethington and Morton in particular--that would prove their own guilt.  During her imprisonment in Lochleven, it was said she possessed a paper that would be enough to send Lethington straight to the gallows.  And she let him know that she would make use of it, if he did not cooperate.  Soon after her flight to England, Mary told one of Elizabeth's representatives that she dared Morton and Lethington to come to England and repeat their accusations about her in her presence, "and to be heard how I can make my own purgation."  She added sardonically that "I think Lethington would be very loath of that commission." 15 The nature of this damning information is unknown.  Whether it was something relating solely to the Darnley murder, or if she possessed evidence dealing with some other deviltry of Lethington's--a man who was, as the Bishop of Mondovi noted, "so astute and unprincipled that in all the late treason he had thought to have thrown the stone without seeming to move his hand"16--cannot now be ascertained.  All we know is, it proved a very effective force on him. 

Besides, Lethington was hardly finding it profitable to remain on Moray's side.  While the two men had each always found the other a useful political ally, united as they were by their mutual hatred of Bothwell, they had always disliked and distrusted each other.  As Regent, Moray was determined to refuse Lethington the share of power he felt he deserved.  Lethington felt he had little to lose, and potentially much to gain from a grateful (he earnestly hoped) Queen, by working in Mary's favor.  (However, when he later offered this explanation for his actions to Morton, that Earl, no doubt correctly, scoffed at Lethington's optimism, noting that "it was vain in Lethington to think that he could deserve more particular evil will at Mary's hands than he had deserved already.")17 

Accordingly, when the letters were brought to England, Lethington secretly sent Mary a set of copies made by his wife, Mary Fleming.  (This, incidentally, should in itself dispose of the theory that Lethington himself helped forge the letters.  The idea that he, or one of his confederates, would concoct these letters, and then pass them on to their victim for inspection and denunciation, defies logic.) 

Reading these copies did nothing to change Mary's enigmatic silence about the letters--a silence that would last to the end of her life.  In reply, she merely urged him and her other partisans to have the letters suppressed altogether.  Ideally, she wanted them returned to her.  Many years later, she was still trying to repossess the original letters.  This shows not only that they were hers, but that they could be useful to her. 

This also explains another question:  Why did Bothwell keep them?  The usual assumption is that he held them as "insurance" against Mary, should she ever turn against him.  However, if the letters incriminated Mary, they incriminated him, as well.  How could he blackmail her with evidence that would also destroy him? 

Rather, Bothwell was keeping the letters as a "safeguard" for both of them. There was something in them that he felt would protect Mary, as well as himself, which explains why, when he heard of Mary's imprisonment, he sent George Dalgleish to recover them. 

The letters themselves, in the obviously crudely done translations we now have, are most remarkable for how un-incriminating they are.  Most of them could be called positively innocuous.  And they are all so personalized, with references that are both seemingly inconsequential and highly specific, many involving people who could have easily refuted them had they not been true.  The idea that anyone would bother forging such things is unrealistic.  Even the most important of the letters, the famous "Letter 2" dealing with Mary's trip to Glasgow, is "incriminating" only in the most loose interpretation, and one that requires an assumption of Bothwell's guilt.  Remove this assumption, and the evidence of the letters collapses completely. 

The same is even more true of the so-called "sonnets" (actually, it is one long poem) presented along with the letters.  The poetry does not, by any stretch of the imagination, have any bearing on the murder at all.  We have no idea when it was written, except, by internal evidence, that it was sometime after Bothwell's injuries on the Border in October of 1566 and before their "marriage contract" of April 1567.  While Mary's poetry is certainly of great psychological interest, it is historical proof of only two things; Mary's absorbing, almost obsessive passion for Bothwell, and her profound spiritual involvement in the esoteric teachings of the eternal, Divine Mysteries.  Hidden within her words were messages lost on all but the higher initiates in the Ageless Wisdom.  It was Mary's intention that she be largely misunderstood, and in this one area of her life, she was abundantly successful. 

Even some writers who accept the current historical opinion that the letters were forged (which seems largely due to the pernicious influence of Mary's most famous biographer, Antonia Fraser) have been forced to acknowledge the poetry as Mary's work.  It is too much like her own proven verse to be anything else.  A modern editor and translator of Mary's poetry noted that the Casket verse is "consistent with Mary's characteristic, slightly unorthodox syntax and her wordgames, puns, sideways leaps in thought and conventional piety mixed with deep emotion." 18 (It is no wonder that Mary's work, even more than most poetry, is virtually impossible to accurately translate.)  An earlier compiler of Mary’s writings was also forced to concede that the poem has “the Mary Stuart touch,” noting, “the metre is the same as in many of her authentic poems,” and “the spelling in the contemporary copy...seems to follow Mary’s usual method.”  Yet another analyst of her writings cited the poem’s stylistic similarities to the compositions of the French poet Du Bellay, particularly his sonnet sequence, “The Olive Augmentit”--a work owned by Mary.19 The poem also follows the same themes that figure so strongly in Mary's unquestioned writings:  Her preoccupation with the concepts of duty, loyalty, and honor, mixed with her habitual feelings of unworthiness, and her constant, almost obsessive fear that those she cared for would not recognize the sincerity of her emotions. 

The hidden meaning in Mary's poems utilized the concept of, "As above, so below," in which Sacred, Divine Love, is reflected in earthly, human form, and much of the physical imagery is merely a representation of otherwise inexpressible spiritual experience.  Giordano Bruno, the influential 16th century mystic who popularized the heroic, cosmic love sonnet forms through disciples such as Sir Philip Sidney (and who indirectly caused centuries of bewilderment and misrepresentation because of the Dark Lady sonnets attributed to Shakespeare,) moved in Mary's circles, and shared many of her unorthodox views.  Bruno was, in fact, a known associate of Mary's friend, the diplomat Castelnau de Mauvissiere, who acted as his patron and protector.  It is impossible to understand the real Mary without knowledge of the code she, and so many of her contemporaries, used to convey their vision of the universal love which lives in each heart, yet lies beyond the realm of mortal comprehension.  It is no coincidence that Mary's poetry to Bothwell strongly resemble her poems written to God. 

As further evidence of its authenticity, it has also been pointed out that the poem is written in a sonnet form that, up to this point in her life, had not been used by Mary in her known work,  although she frequently wrote in this same sonnet pattern in later years.20 If someone wished to forge her poetry, they would surely use a more familiar style, one that Mary herself had already used. 

In any case, textual analyses of the poem and letters, which have become popular in recent years, are irrelevant, partly because we have only copies and translations--it is impossible to know if even our French versions are exact replicas of the originals--and partly because of the inevitable subjectivity of the conclusions.  The key point is, why would Mary's enemies go to the enormous trouble of forging poetry, which was so utterly meaningless as evidence against Mary, at all?  And in addition, if they were forged, who did them?  In all the history of the time, there is not the slightest clue, not the weakest hint, not the wispiest trace of evidence showing that anyone but Mary wrote them. 

Perhaps the most interesting contents of the Casket are the ones that are now unknown.  Many of our copies of the Casket documents read as if there may have been some garblings and omissions made when they were transcribed and translated.  An even more important, and largely-overlooked, oddity is the fact that we do not have copies of all the original documents. 

When, in 1571, Morton issued a receipt for the Casket Letters to Lennox, who was then Regent, it specified that there were twenty-one items.  We have copies of eight letters, the two "marriage contracts," and the long poem (the latter was counted as one item.)  Where are the other ten items, why do we not have copies of them, and, last but not least...what did they contain? 

This is obviously crucial to understanding the cruel fate of the Queen of Scots.  It must be true that the original collection contained material the copies lacked, otherwise why, fifteen years later, would Elizabeth, who possessed the copies, be so desperately determined to obtain the originals?  The letters contained something Moray and his allies found too important to destroy, but too dangerous to reveal publicly.  It was something in which the English took a great interest.  It was something Mary knew would be useful to herself, because she wished to possess it.  And the originals could not have contained additional material on the Darnley murder.  If anything relating to that deed incriminated the Lords, they would have burned the letters, as they burned other papers that were damaging to them.  If something was incriminating to Mary and/or Bothwell, it would have been trumpeted to the world, not hidden from it.  The missing material concerned another matter entirely. 

What else could this be but James?  He, not the murder, was the true key to the importance of the letters.  The theory that the original Casket Letters revealed that James was not Mary's son is the only hypothesis that fits all the facts of the situation. 

Why were the Lords reluctant to produce the letters?  Because they contained information disqualifying their alternative to Mary from the throne.  Why did they not destroy them?  Because the letters were also valuable to them--partly as proof that Mary had a relationship with Bothwell, everyone's chosen scapegoat for the murder, and partly because the revelations about James would later serve as an incredible hold over the King. 

Why was Mary so anxious to get possession of the letters?  For the same reason the Lords wanted them:  Leverage.  The letters had their uses for everyone...except, of course, James himself.  Did the original collection include the letter Lennox referred to in his "MSS."?  The letter where Mary declares to Bothwell that, marriage or no, she would not be having conjugal relations with Darnley?  We do not know...because there was a universal conspiracy of silence dictating that the world must never know. 

When the letters were brought to England, Mary was called upon to make some sort of public statement on the matter.  Finally, she issued a message to the conference, using what would become virtually the standard response of Mary and her allies to the subject of the letters.  In it, she says only that she never wrote to anyone anything on the subject of the murder, and so any document, claimed to be in her handwriting, dealing with that subject, is a forgery. 

This is as neat a bit of lawyerlike tap-dancing as anything Mary ever did.  In the guise of a denial, she is tacitly admitting authorship of the letters (which, indeed, do not contain any references to murder) while covering herself in case anyone, at that time or later, did indeed try to forge some evidence of her guilt. 

This absence of denial is also proof that she did not find the letters truly dangerous.  If she had, she surely would have clearly and vigorously repudiated the letters, whether she wrote them or not!  Mary was quite capable of saying anything, when in a tight spot.  If she thought the letters seriously jeopardized her, she would have done what she always did when accused of wrongdoing; namely, she would have brazenly denied everything, challenged her accusers to prove otherwise, and taken cover behind her rank, declaring that no one other than God had the right to judge the actions of a Queen!  With the Casket Letters, she did just the opposite.  She never, to the end of her days, made any real effort to prove she was not the author.  Neither did anyone else during her lifetime.  None of the contemporary European leaders showed any doubts of the authenticity of the letters.  This includes not merely Mary's political opponents, such as Elizabeth and Cecil, but such figures as the Guises, the French King and his ministers, and even the Pope himself. 

There is one more point that shows the absurdity of the claim that "somebody" (no one can decide who) forged these letters to implicate Mary.  This is the fact that they fail to implicate her at all.  If the Lords wished to fabricate some documents proving she was guilty of her husband's murder, and they had some forger at hand, eager to make free with the Queen's handwriting, they chose a most peculiar way of going about it. 

Eight letters, one of which was exceptionally long, a lengthy poem, and not one, but two "marriage contracts," done in perfect copies of her writing, and in French...all of this would be not only extremely difficult and dangerous to invent, but utterly pointless.  Why, if they were going to forge evidence, did they not simply write up a paper, in Mary's name, explicitly authorizing Darnley's death, and forge her signature on it?  It was known that before the murder Mary had been asked to give permission for such a plot.  What would be simpler, or more convincing, than for Moray to produce such a warrant, and declare that Mary, in the end, signed it after all?  The fact that no such paper was ever produced is in itself evidence that, whatever the crimes of Mary's enemies may have been, manufacturing her handwriting was not among them. 

And there is another question:  Why would Mary's enemies go to the incredible and wholly unnecessary trouble of concocting false evidence that Mary loved Bothwell?  Surely, if she felt no such emotion, the forgers would know they were running the obvious risk that everyone acquainted with Mary would have known otherwise.   It would have been sufficient for the Lords to put Mary and Bothwell's relationship in the form of a "business arrangement"--where, supposedly, she told him "You kill my husband for me, and then, as a reward, I'll marry you and make you King."  There was no need for them to claim she loved Bothwell, if it was not the truth. 

By the time the letters were produced, Mary's commissioners, on her orders, had withdrawn in protest at the proceedings.  (They obviously did not want to be put in the position of having to deal directly with the letters.)  Elizabeth had informed Mary that she must either have her commissioners fully answer Moray's charges, or do so herself, by agreeing to be interviewed at her current residence by Elizabeth’s representatives.  When Mary demanded to see for herself the various documents produced against her, the response was the same:  Her wishes would be granted, but only if she consented to answer every accusation in a form that suited Elizabeth--that is to say, without being permitted to meet with the Queen of England personally--and to abide by her ruling afterwards.  Mary refused.  It would demean her sacred status as Queen to accept terms that implied she was anything less than Elizabeth’s equal, and, in any case, not even her sister Queen had the right to pass judgment upon her.  "To answer otherwise than in person before your presence," Knollys wearily informed his sovereign, "she sayeth she never meant." 21 

As Mary's refusal to present a formal defense prevented a verdict either for or against her, the meeting wound down to a predictably ambiguous conclusion, with Mary left discredited, but not actually convicted--a conclusion that satisfied no one but Elizabeth.   She announced that neither side had proved the charges against the other, an implicit declaration of her intention to keep the status quo.  It was, from her perspective, the only solution possible.  If Mary had been found innocent, Elizabeth would have been obliged to reinstate Mary, or at least, give her liberty and allow her to come to Elizabeth's court.  If she was found guilty, Elizabeth would have been obliged to execute her, or give the Scots license to do so.  For someone so fearful of responsibility, the notion of having public culpability in the death of a Queen was utterly unthinkable.  No one wanted Mary dead more than Elizabeth--but on someone else's watch.  In truth, Elizabeth was so desperate to be rid of Mary that, left to her own devices, she would have forced the Scots to take Mary back, once arrangements were made limiting her capacity for mischief. 

Elizabeth, however, was not the one in charge of affairs.  She might have been Queen of England, but Cecil was the King.  He was not about to let go of the wolf's ears.  He pointed out to Elizabeth, in many of those interminably long, fussily detailed memos he was so fond of writing, that Mary was, and would always be, a direct threat to Elizabeth, who could never be reinstated safely.  No matter what terms she pledged herself to, he wrote, he believed Mary would find some way, some how, of bringing her husband back to her side.  Then Bothwell could (and undoubtedly would) say that since he, the Queen's husband and consort, had not agreed to any of their terms and conditions, that would, to Bothwell and Mary's view, serve to nullify any deal Mary made with England, leaving the pair free to do as they liked.  “After her restoration,” Cecil wrote pointedly, Bothwell “would be King.”  Even if her marriage was dissolved, Cecil continued, that would not be the end of the danger.  If Mary was single, there would always be the threat of her making another utterly godforsaken union, where “no smaller dangers would arise for England, and her liberation evidently excite a new civil war in Scotland.”22 

Cecil's meaning was clear.  Mary had too much of a mind and will of her own to be set loose on the world, under any circumstances.  The Queen of Scots was, in his estimation, a "dangerous" woman, who must be left to rot where she was. 

Mary did not take this verdict in the sweetly cooperative spirit Cecil had evidently been expecting.  She had, at first, been willing to be guided by Elizabeth.  She had intended to agree to whatever conditions England decided upon for her release--granted, whether she would have stuck to them, once free, is another matter--but with the close of the York Conference, when she realized Elizabeth intended to confine her indefinitely, Mary felt betrayed, outraged, and desperate to free herself from what at first seemed to be sanctuary, but had now suddenly become her prison.  She felt that Elizabeth had virtually lured her into England, with all her expressions of support and promises of help, and then double-crossed her. 

Mary had always been one for giving not only as good, but better than she got.  If you showed yourself to be her friend--if you offered her loyalty, kindness, fair dealing, and support--she never forgot it, and she never failed to return this friendship, with interest. 

The same principle worked to an even greater degree with her enemies.  When someone did her wrong, she neither forgot nor forgave, and she never rested until she found a way of inflicting on her tormentors the retribution they deserved.  Elizabeth, for the first time, was now openly her tormentor.  She was holding her prisoner for no legal reason.  Even if Mary had been found guilty of the crimes attributed to her, Elizabeth had no jurisdiction at all to pass judgment on her.  Elizabeth had lied to her, tricked her, and sabotaged her all along.  Very well.  Mary would have to look out for herself, and Elizabeth would just have to do the same.  In a letter to her childhood friend, Francis' sister Elizabeth, now the Queen of Spain, Mary coolly observed that if she could only count on outside assistance, she "could easily teach this queen what it is to intermeddle and assist subjects against princes."23 

Unfortunately for Mary, her options in that regard were severely limited.  The only avenue she and her agents saw open for her was one that had first been suggested soon after her arrival in England, and was, clandestinely, discussed further among some members in the York Conference:  The Duke of Norfolk. 

Thomas Howard, fourth Duke of Norfolk, was the highest-ranking and wealthiest man in England.  His rank came by virtue of inheriting the most venerable title in the country, and his great wealth from his marriages.  Although he was barely past thirty years old, he had already been married (and quickly widowed) to three very well-dowered women.  The idea soon arose that a marriage between the two matrimonially ill-starred people might prove advantageous to all.  It is not clear who first came up with this plan.  As far as it can be traced, this seems to have been Lethington's idea, and it does, somehow, sound like the sort of thing he would dream up. 

Catholic and Protestant Englishmen, united in their anxiety to prevent a sequel to the Wars of the Roses upon Elizabeth’s inevitable demise, favored the idea of wedding the Catholic claimant to Elizabeth’s throne to the Protestant Duke, England’s most powerful nobleman, thus settling the succession without the danger of a foreigner taking the throne. 

Norfolk, as a Protestant and Elizabeth's cousin, would be seen as a "safe," politically non-threatening husband for Mary.  (Besides, it could be claimed, with his record, she likely would not last long as his wife, anyway.)  Marriage to him was seen as a way to keep the tempestuous Queen "in line," thus providing her with an honorable way to escape her captivity.  Also, as Norfolk was a weak-willed, not overly bright man, in addition to unattractive ("foul of face," as one contemporary unkindly described him,) he would himself be easily controlled.  And for his part, Norfolk could top off his marital social-climbing exploits in the only way left for him--with a Queen.  There was something for everyone in the plan...everyone, of course, except Elizabeth, a distressing fact that all involved chose to ignore.  While the advisors of both were all enthusiastic over the ploy and eager to play matchmaker, the would-be wedded couple themselves were not so sure. 

Mary was initially hesitant.  She had no desire to remarry.  Besides, what she had heard of Norfolk (whom she had never met, and never would meet) failed to interest her, either personally or politically.  Her agents reminded her that she was hardly in a position to be finicky.  Norfolk was the only man in England with the social and financial resources to engineer her restoration.  Marriage to him would win most of England back to her cause, she was told.  He was the only option she had at the moment, the only card she could play.  (How often had Mary been faced with those words, "the only option?")  She finally agreed, on the condition, she said, that Elizabeth also consented...a stipulation that she herself ignored, continuing her dealings with Norfolk even after Elizabeth had made clear her implacable antipathy to the match. 

If Mary was reluctant, Norfolk was downright horrified.  No one was more convinced of Mary's guilt than he was.  He had been part of the York Conference, and had seen the Casket Letters for himself.  They shocked and disgusted him, not so much because of their supposed implications about the murder, but what he viewed as proof of Mary's immorality.  The shameless way she had expressed her love for that villain, Bothwell!   The woman must have no proper sense of female decency whatever!  And he was expected to marry that abandoned creature, that Jezebel, Queen or no?  He would not, Norfolk sniffed, feel safe on his pillow.   His greed, however, soon overpowered his misgivings.  One was not offered a chance to become King of England every day of the week, after all.  Norfolk may have been firmly convinced (and he never retracted this view) that Mary was a husband-slaying whore, but she was his only ticket to the ultimate power, just like, to Mary, he was her only ticket to getting her life back. 

The plots that quickly formed around the two were disorganized and, in many ways, contradictory to each other, which was one of the two main reasons Norfolk failed to be Mary's "get out of jail free" card.  The marriage scheme involved, on the one hand, Protestants who believed that marriage to the devoutly Anglican Norfolk would provide a peaceful solution to the problem of how to deal with the most troublesome woman in Europe.  Wedded to him, Mary would be a "safe" choice as Elizabeth's heir.  (Although the English Queen herself growled that if Mary wed Norfolk she, Elizabeth, would be in the Tower within four months.)  The other faction were Catholics, who saw Mary as being the one who would convert him. (Norfolk, the devout Anglican, had secretly promised them he would turn Catholic once he and Mary wed.)   They pictured the pair on the throne of a united Catholic Britain.  When Elizabeth forbade the marriage, however, it became obvious that this goal could only be achieved through revolution, carried out with the aid of Catholicism’s most powerful champion, Spain. 

These conflicting motivations, naturally, created a good deal of difficulty.  One cannot successfully carry out a plan if no one can agree what the plan actually is.  This meant little, however, compared to the second main roadblock to Mary's hopes for freedom:  Norfolk himself.  The constant tug-of-war between his timorousness and his ambition made him the worst conspirator imaginable.  He would commit himself far enough to thoroughly implicate himself and his cohorts, but could not follow through on anything.  At crucial moments, he was apt to suddenly drop everything and run away to hide at one of his country estates. 

Inherently weak, Norfolk was also handicapped by his fear, not only of Elizabeth, but of Mary.  Aside from the fact that he believed her to be a thoroughgoing villainess, there was also, of course, the discouraging detail that she had yet to get a divorce from Bothwell, and, as far as he could tell, was making little progress towards obtaining one.  (It is not known whether Norfolk was aware of the fact that Mary was still regularly writing Bothwell letters where she was--in the words of one Scottish agent--"desiring him to be of good comfort."24 If he was, this could only have dampened his enthusiasm all the more.) 

And in truth, Norfolk had reason to worry.  There were a number of clear indications that Mary had no intention of actually marrying Norfolk, if she could possibly help it.  He had no appeal for her other than as a temporarily necessary tool for effecting her deliverance.  (As it happened, Mary, who had sworn from the beginning that she would never divorce Bothwell, never did.  Over the years of her imprisonment,  process of divorce was initiated by her advisors several times, only to be mysteriously abandoned.  They remained husband and wife to the end, despite the occasional unkind suggestion that, if Mary truly wished to end her marriage, she could simply ask King Frederick to execute Bothwell.  Antonia Fraser’s rather desperate explanation that Mary never got a divorce because it would be dangerous for her to do so, as it would be a sign to her captors that she could now make an advantageous marriage, makes no sense at all.  If this was a concern, why initiate proceedings while she was a prisoner, in the first place?  Robert Gore-Browne's suggestion that the divorce never went through because Mary herself, despite the pressure of her advisors, simply did not wish it to, may be, as Gore-Browne himself admitted, "sentimental," but it is the most reasonable conclusion.)25 

The marriage scheme tottered on, in various permutations, for three years.  It soon fell into a predictable pattern:  Norfolk would allow his name to be used in some enterprise or other for Mary's deliverance,  but would soon lose his nerve and back out before anything could actually be accomplished.  Elizabeth would then throw him in the Tower for a spell to cool his marital ardor.  Norfolk, after making the most solemn, heartfelt vows to think no more of the Scottish Queen, would be released.  Then, Mary, increasingly fed up with her suitor's pusillanimity, would write him artful letters waving her crown in front of his eyes, and indicating, almost tauntingly, that it could be his, if he was only man enough to reach for it.  Fear of losing that alluring dream of  kingship would draw him back into Mary's orbit, and the whole dismal routine would begin anew. 

The plans for Mary's rescue were further plagued by the same stalemate that had frustrated the most serious revolt of Elizabeth's reign, that of the Catholic North in 1569:  Philip refused to make one move towards invading England until Elizabeth and Cecil were safely dead, or, at least, Mary was freed, and England in armed revolt.  Norfolk, for his part, was far too frightened to openly participate in any uprising until the Spanish had arrived at his door.  The Northern rebellion (which, in truth, was at least as much anti-Cecil as it was pro-Mary,) was thus doomed from the start.  Without foreign aid, and their momentum stalled by their failure to get custody of Mary (who had been forcibly moved beyond their reach,) the rebel leaders soon lost their nerve and scattered, leaving them helpless against Elizabeth's army.  (Norfolk’s craven abandonment of their cause did not help matters.)  The bloody reprisals taken against the rebel leaders and their followers, as well as the proven half-heartedness and ineptitude of many of the Queen of Scots' supporters, had left all of Mary's potential rescuers extremely wary of openly championing her again.  Mary was left in the middle, vainly prodding Norfolk, the English Catholics, and the Spanish into action--any action--on her behalf. 

Norfolk's fate was finally sealed when he let himself be drawn into a rather amorphous scheme engineered by an Italian banker by the name of Roberto Ridolfi.  Ridolfi was a curious figure.  Just when it looked like the "Norfolk project" was about to die a natural death, this foreign businessman suddenly arrived on the scene, ready and eager to bring it back to life.  It has been suggested that Ridolfi was simply, in modern parlance, "in it for the money"--that he saw an opportunity to profit financially by promoting a costly international plot.26 Other historians assert that Ridolfi (who had many English business interests) was Cecil's agent all along, and that the entire "Ridolfi plot" was nothing but a sting operation aimed at ridding England of Mary for good.  This cannot be proven, but it also cannot be dismissed as an explanation for the whole business, considering the astonishing number of double and triple-agents who worked in the dark world of Elizabethan intelligence.  The plan called for the usual formula:  Ridolfi, with Norfolk's aid, was to organize a Spanish invasion of England.  (The Spanish themselves showed little interest in the idea--one of Philip's representatives dismissed Ridolfi as a "babbler"--but the banker, naturally, did not pass this news on to anyone in England.)  The plan, of course, came to nothing.  Norfolk's involvement, including evidence showing his treasonable dealings with Ridolfi and Mary, was discovered, and he was arrested.  The terrified Duke immediately collapsed, and, after some pitiful efforts to lie his way out of trouble, weakly pleaded for mercy, blaming everything on his former confederates. 

Mary, made of infinitely tougher stuff, simply refused to cooperate when confronted.  She knew nothing of anyone named Ridolfi.  The Duke of Norfolk was the Queen of England’s subject, not hers, and she could hardly answer for his actions.  She neither knew nor cared what he did.  It was true that she had asked the King of Spain to reinstate her, but as she had found England to be, not the refuge Elizabeth had promised, but a prison, that was only to be expected.  In any case, she was "a free princess, the Queen of England's equal, and was answerable neither to her nor to any other person."27 

This was true enough.  With Norfolk, however, it was another story.  He was soon put on trial for treason, and as, aside from all the other evidence implicating him, he confessed awareness of the conspiracy, offering only the feeble excuse that he had played no active role in these plans, he was convicted. 

Norfolk is hardly a sympathetic character.  He entered into the conspiracy of his own free will, not out of any sense of justice or principle, but simply to gratify his own greedy ambitions.  He was willing to ally himself behind a woman he called murderer and adulteress, to sanction the invasion of his own country by a foreign enemy, just for the cheap thrill of being able to call himself a King.  With Mary, it was a different case.  She was a political prisoner, held captive for no other reason than that she was who she was, and certainly had no reason to feel overly scrupulous in her dealings with, and against, Elizabeth and her government.  She was fully entitled to do everything she could to save herself.  Norfolk had no such excuse.  He was an English subject.  Elizabeth had always treated him well.  Even after his association with Mary began, Elizabeth gave him every opportunity to drop the idea, and be restored to her favor, but he let his overambitious schemes get the upper hand.  And then, when he was finally caught, he was too ignoble to even take responsibility for his own actions.  It might be going too far to state, as Algernon Swinburne did, that Norfolk, had he wed Mary, would have proved to be the worst of all her husbands, but certainly his resemblance to Darnley was remarkable. 28

Elizabeth was reluctant to sign Norfolk's death warrant, putting the task off for some months.  What finally sent him to the scaffold was, ironically enough, Mary herself.  Pressure was growing throughout the country to have the Queen of Scots executed, as well.  They called upon Elizabeth to--as Lethington, years back, had called for the murder of Rizzio--"chop at the very root."29 Elizabeth refused.  Bearing the responsibility for Mary's death was something she would not, could not handle.  She gave England Norfolk's head instead.  As a temporary expedient for avoiding Mary's execution, she signed the Duke’s death warrant. 

As she was unwilling to take Mary's life, Elizabeth killed her reputation, instead.  She allowed the Casket Letters to be printed, as an appendix to George Buchanan's famous anti-Mary screed, the "Detection of the Doings of Mary Queen of Scots," (the version published in London culminated with an exhortation beginning "Now judge, Englishmen, if it be good to change Queens,") 30 and the contents were distributed throughout Europe.  When Mary learned of the "Detection," (Elizabeth was thoughtful enough to provide her with a copy,) she bitterly railed against Buchanan's vicious lies (with justification--Buchanan packed the book with enough libelous charges against both Mary and Bothwell to defame a dozen Queens,) but, significantly, she had not a word to say about the letters. 

Norfolk was beheaded in June, 1572.  He calmly accepted his fate, his only real regret appearing to be that Mary would not be joining him on the scaffold.  He went to his death still blaming her, not himself, for his downfall.  Before his execution, he was quoted as declaring that "if he were offered to have that woman in marriage, to choose of that or death, he had rather take this death that now he is going to, a hundred parts," adding, "nothing that anybody goeth about for her, nor that she doeth for herself, prospereth."31 

Mary was devastated by the news of Norfolk's death.  Part of the reason she had been so blithe about enlisting him in whatever schemes were suggested on her behalf was that she was certain that, whatever he did, his rank, plus his kinship to Elizabeth, would give him immunity from any serious punishment.  Right to the end, she assumed Elizabeth would never actually execute him.  Discovering otherwise stunned her.  There was also a certain amount of guilt.  However self-serving his motives were, however halfhearted and unsatisfactory a confederate he may have been, he had still, she felt, died because of her. 

Of course, her biggest reason for grieving Norfolk's death was that she had no replacement for him.  Leaky a lifeboat though he was, Norfolk was the only one at her disposal.  With him died her only practical chance of restitution.  No one else of any real wealth or influence was showing much of an interest in actively championing her.  For the first time in her captivity, she had no suggested avenue to take, no specific person or party around whom to build her hopes, no plots to give her some optimism for the future.  Looking ahead, Mary felt she was staring into a gray void.
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After the collapse of the Ridolfi plot, Mary's life became one long, dreary epilogue.  Despite her increasingly desperate efforts, there were no more serious efforts to rescue her.  Although, as the years wore on, Mary became a martyr to her fellow Catholics, an icon displaying the effects of Protestant villainy, one gets the impression that even many of her allies did not, on some level, really want her free.  She was much more satisfying as an imprisoned political symbol than as the controversial, troublesome, unpredictable, slightly embarrassing figure she had been when she was on the throne, when, instead of being Elizabeth's prisoner, she was labeled as Darnley's murderer and Bothwell's lover. 

Materially speaking, her life was comfortable, in a tedious sort of way.  As far as financial hardship and the sheer day-to-day stress of maintaining physical existence went, most inhabitants on planet Earth have had it worse than Mary Stewart.  She had her own little household, composed of loving friends and devoted servants.  She had her books, her pets, her embroidery.  Her chronic difficulties obtaining her full revenues from France were naturally exacerbated by captivity, but she still obtained an income for her personal and political use.  She was, at least until near the end of her many years with them, on reasonably tolerable terms with the couple who served as her "jailers" from 1569 to 1584, the Earl and Countess of Shrewsbury.  The Earl was a meek, inoffensive man who treated his Royal captive with as much courtesy as his terror of Elizabeth allowed.  The Countess was hardly ideal society--she was, in J.E. Neale's words, "an incorrigible intriguer with the tongue of an adder"1--but she was canny enough not to forget that their prisoner could at any time, should Elizabeth choke on a fish bone or catch a bad chill, become their Queen.  Mary had, in fact, everything but a life. 

Which, of course, was the one thing above all she desired.  It was the ultimate punishment of Mary's peculiarly ill-starred existence that she was denied what she had always ached for the most--the right to be the mistress of her own destiny.  This most independent-minded of women, who had, in the words of Castelnau de Mauvissiere, "a grand but unquiet mind,"2 never, at any stage, had control over her own life.  In France, she was ruled by the Guises.  In Scotland, by the nobles.  In England, by Elizabeth.  And everything she did to escape this constant domination just seemed to leave her with her hands tied tighter.  Ironically, considering the slightly sado-masochistic tone most historians give their relationship, one cannot but get the impression that the only major figure in Mary's life who did not try to mold her to his will or use her for his own purposes, who encouraged her to be her own person, was Bothwell--which doubtlessly was a strong element of her passionate devotion to him. 

Mary was temperamentally able to handle almost anything except confinement.  By nature exceptionally physically and mentally active, she could have endured any material hardship, run any risks more easily than she withstood the mere plush dreariness that lasted for nearly one-half her life. 

This explains the heedless, frantic, almost mindless efforts she made to regain what she had lost (or, perhaps, to achieve what she never really had.)  As she herself put it, she "had rather lose her life than lead this life." 3 She tried plotting with the Spanish, the French, the English Catholics, the Pope--she would have written the Devil himself if she had the address of Hell--wildly searching for a release somewhere, anything to free herself from the galling thought that she was living on Elizabeth's terms. 

It is difficult to comprehend those historians who condemn Mary for her willingness to use any means at her disposal to free herself.  Her lack of gratitude at Elizabeth's hospitality offends them.  If there was any sort of justice in this world, perhaps all these writers would be condemned to an unmerited lifetime of house arrest by their worst enemies, just to see how they appreciated the kindness. 

Elizabeth, in the first few years of Mary's imprisonment, would, if given the chance, probably have released Mary, assuming a safe way could have been found to transfer her from Elizabeth's wardship to that of the Scottish Protestants.  But Cecil did not give her that chance.  It is clear that he determined, from the very beginning, that Mary was a far too threatening a figure to let out of his grasp.  There were a number of fitful efforts to negotiate terms for Mary's release, but they seemed to amount to little but window-dressing, meant to display England's good intentions. 

After the Ridolfi debacle, Elizabeth sought to avoid the demands that she execute Mary by making a deal with the Scots to do it for her.  She offered to send Mary back to Scotland for execution--if the government agreed to do so under circumstances that would allow Elizabeth to present herself as innocent of any acquiescence in her death.  (Noted Cecil, "It is found daily more and more that the continuance of the Queen of Scots here [in England] is so dangerous, both for the person of the Queen's Majesty and for her state and realm, as nothing presently is more necessary than that the realm might be delivered of her; and though by justice this might be done in this realm, yet for certain respects it seemeth better that she be sent into Scotland to be delivered to the regent and his party.") 4 

The Lords were all for the idea, but the terms they demanded for the deal were judged to be too high, particularly their insistence on England displaying their open complicity in the execution, to prevent Elizabeth using them as her scapegoats for the deed afterwards.  With regrets on both sides, the plan was dropped, with Morton insolently telling Elizabeth's envoy, "Let the Queen of England keep or kill her hated cousin, as she likes." 5 Mary was left in her involuntary retirement, seeing and hearing the world go by, but never contributing.  She must have felt like the sole occupant of a theatre, watching, from a great distance away, a stage play in which she could never participate.  It was a bloody play, to be sure.  Mary's brief, turbulent personal reign was replaced with an era of misery unprecedented in even Scotland's violent history. 

Moray did not have long to enjoy the supreme power he had worked so hard to achieve.  In January 1570, less than two and a half years after assuming the Regency, he was shot by a Hamilton.  Legend asserts this was an act of personal retaliation for Moray having confiscated the man's home,  but the murder was in actuality merely the most successful of a series of widespread plots against the Regent by Mary's allies.   Moray was killed for three main reasons; to sabotage the negotiations he was then carrying on with the English to arrange Mary's extradition to Scotland--an event which, most assumed, would be a prelude to her own death; the Hamiltons’ desire to regain power; and public disgust over what was seen as Moray’s dishonorable seizure of the Earl of Northumberland, one of the leaders of the Northern Rebellion who had sought sanctuary in Scotland.  When Mary heard the news of her brother's death, she gratefully granted the murderer, who had escaped to France, a pension. 

Unfortunately, this was not money well spent, as far as Mary was concerned.  Instead of being the upturn in her fortunes she had hoped it would be, Moray's murder merely intensified the country's near-anarchy. 

Bothwell's associates were still being hanged, whenever the authorities could get their hands on them.  The pattern was the same:  The unfortunate prisoners would be accused of complicity in Darnley's murder, tortured until they learned to answer questions satisfactorily, and executed before they could retract these statements.  This, of course, had the effect of further obscuring the truth about how Darnley died--which was undoubtedly the intention. 

Scotland, already nearly overwhelmed by its civil war, was hit first with a drought, then a famine, followed by an outbreak of plague.  Much of the countryside became practically devastated, which only added to the misery caused by the brutal social, political, and religious disputes between "King's men" and "Queen's men."  This ugly era was "not adorned by great and gallant acts," noted Scotland's historiographer-royal John Hill Burton, adding, "so it was destitute of the casual forbearances and generosities exacted by the laws of war from national enemies.  To each party the other was a pack of traitors and rebels to be extirpated by the readiest available means.  Thus was the country thinned of its fighting men in inglorious detail.  It was as when two combatants, having inflicted on each other many bleeding wounds, grow weaker and weaker, until neither has strength to release the other with a death-blow."6 

On Elizabeth's insistence, the Scots took the Earl of Lennox on as their next Regent.  He was not  popular in Scotland, and he was hardly anyone's idea of promising leadership material, but Elizabeth valued him because she knew he would be the last man in the world to show sympathy for Mary.  His reign, however, was even briefer than Moray's.  In 1571, Lennox was killed during a brutal, disorganized attack by Mary's followers on the Regent and other members of the "King's party." 

Lennox was succeeded by the Earl of Mar.  The next year, Lord Mar died suddenly.  The cause of his death is unknown, but considering that he passed away immediately after dining with the Earl of Morton, who succeeded him in the Regency, the allegations that Morton poisoned him are not improbable. 

Morton may have been--even for sixteenth century Scotland--primitive, uneducated, and unprincipled, but he was as tough a customer as ever walked in the British Isles.  Once he got possession of the Regency--and the Casket Letters, which were the carefully guarded property of all the Regents--he intended to hold on with a firm grip.  He stayed in power for some years, largely because everyone was too afraid of him--and the small private army he kept around himself at all times--to resist. 

Overshadowing this period was the continual struggle over Edinburgh Castle.  This began soon after the York Conference.  Moray, having had enough of Lethington, imprisoned him on the charge of complicity in Darnley's murder.  (Are we to believe this was news to Moray?)  Lethington, as dangerously silver-tongued as ever, managed to persuade the Captain of Edinburgh Castle, William Kirkcaldy, to join forces with him.  Kirkcaldy effected Lethington's escape from custody, and the two men virtually hijacked the Castle, holding it in Mary's name. 

The siege continued for years.  The Castle was strong enough to withstand efforts to retake it, but Lethington and Kirkcaldy's forces were not strong enough to take Edinburgh itself.  The capital became the battleground for the standoff, with neither side being able to defeat the other.  Lethington, realizing he had burned his bridges with Elizabeth beyond repair,  kept his increasingly weary forces from surrendering by assuring them that Mary's reinstatement was inevitable, and that at any time now--just around the corner--Spain or France would come to their rescue.  The men, intimidated by Lethington's reputation as a great intellect, meekly complied with his orders. 

What the "great intellect" seemed unable to comprehend was Spain and France's ever-equivocal attitude towards Mary.  Even aside from Catherine’s unmitigated antipathy towards Mary, the French had too many internal quarrels to want to add one with England to the list, and while they certainly wished to reclaim their influence in Scotland, they were not eager to do it through the medium of Mary Stewart, the ally of Spain.  Philip felt the need, for religious and political reasons, to offer Mary his ostensible support.  However, his fears of an Anglo-French alliance should Mary replace Elizabeth, as well as his own desire for the English throne, made him uncertain he truly wanted Mary to succeed.  It was not merely Philip's habitual procrastination that prevented him from launching his Armada until after Mary's death.  He had no wish to invade Britain just to enable Mary to snatch Elizabeth's crown away from him.  This was a subtlety in Philip's thinking that Mary, for some reason, never quite seemed to grasp, taking the Spanish King's words of support at face value.  It is certain that Lethington, for all his self-created aura of subtle brilliance, did not understand this.  For years, he single-handedly managed to prolong the Castle's siege, causing untold misery not only for his allies, but for the innocent bystanders unfortunate enough to live in the line of fire. 

Finally, in 1573, Morton persuaded Elizabeth to send English troops into Scotland to take the Castle.  Once England cut off the Castle's water supply, their superior forces soon forced the garrison to surrender.  (Before the Castle’s capitulation, Lethington--desperate to turn his coat one last time--and Kirkcaldy wrote Cecil a pitiful letter pledging their submission to Elizabeth and begging for mercy, but their petition was ignored.) 

Once the Castle fell, the English captain had a great deal of difficulty getting Lethington to his prison cell alive.  Both Lethington's own men and the Edinburgh townspeople, not unreasonably seeing him as the cause of their troubles, were all for slaughtering him on the spot. 

Kirkcaldy was hanged.  Lethington, however, managed to cheat everyone of the satisfaction of killing him.  He was found dead in his cell soon after his arrest.  He had been ill for some time from a mysterious degenerative ailment (by the time of the Castle's surrender, he could no longer use his legs,) so it is possible that his disease, coupled with the strain of his terrifying experience with the would-be lynch mobs, succeeded in killing him.  However, it was alleged that Lethington, unable to face the humiliation of public execution, used poison to commit suicide.  While unproven, this story sounds entirely in character.  It would have been just like him to take the coward's way out. 

What became of his widow, Mary Fleming, is poorly documented, although it is known she remained a staunch Catholic, and eventually remarried.  In 1581, Mary requested permission for a visit from her old companion, so that "she might find some alleviation of her solitude."7 Similarly, Fleming's "witch" sister, Lady Atholl, after her husband's death in 1579 (it was believed he had been poisoned by Morton,) asked to share Mary's captivity in England, but permission to reunite with the cousin who had been her Queen, her friend, and her partner in the strange James hoax was denied. 

The fall of Edinburgh Castle marked the end of any efforts on Mary's behalf in Scotland.  After the years of civil unrest following her forced abdication, all everyone wanted, it seemed, was a measure of peace and quiet. 

Morton survived until 1581, when his enemies finally found the nerve to destroy him.  He was arrested and charged with that evergreen classic of Scottish political warfare;  complicity in Darnley's murder.  Although Morton vehemently denied having anything to do with the actual murder, he had to admit to knowing in advance--as who did not?--that Darnley was a target for extinction.  That was considered sufficient to ensure Morton's execution. 

In his final confession (which, as it was recorded by his supporters, the Presbyterian ministers, is admittedly a questionable document,) Morton was asked to please, before he died, tell the world what he knew of the exact circumstances of Darnley's murder.  Morton evidently responded by implicating what the continuator for the English historian Holinshed, (who published a version of Morton's confession in 1587--after the book had been heavily expurgated by Elizabeth's Council,) would only describe as "great persons now living."8 This vividly illustrates that after all those years, all those executions, all those "confessions," and all those determined efforts to blame Bothwell for the crime, it was recognized not only that the truth about the murder was still hidden from the world, but--as the censoring of Holinshed's chronicle demonstrated--very dangerous to England. 

One of the main architects of  Morton's downfall was (in a lovely bit of black humor that was likely lost on the spectators) none other than his former ally, Sir James Balfour.  In the years since Balfour turned Edinburgh Castle over to the rebels, there had been several half-hearted attempts to punish him for his crimes, but with the strange immunity he had shown throughout his life, the man who probably knew more about the Darnley murder than any one person somehow always avoided paying for his many and varied sins.  It is as if the more people he betrayed, the more untouchable he became.   (Balfour had also protected himself further with a bit of blackmail, writing Elizabeth's agent, Henry Killigrew, a warning letter reminding him that it was in the English Queen's best interests to save him from prosecution.)9 Balfour ended his remarkable career by dying peacefully in his bed a few years later, an achievement few other men of his time and place managed to accomplish.  There is undoubtedly a lesson for us all to learn here...but it is probably wisest not to ask what it is. 

For all the human destruction caused by Darnley's murder, the probable actual killer, Archibald Douglas, also managed to escape unscathed.  Over the years, he kept himself busy with sordid projects of various sorts, showing a versatility James Balfour himself could envy:  At one point, Douglas was both an English spy and a member of James' government, while simultaneously offering his services to the Marian party.  Later, he was James' unofficial Ambassador to England.  During his few idle moments, he also organized an unsuccessful attempt to murder his cousin, the Earl of Morton.  It is to be feared that Douglas' parishioners (his "day job" was to serve as the Parson of St. Mungo) did not have much of an opportunity to gain the benefits of his unique spiritual guidance. 

Probably out of  revenge, Morton had, at his trial, implicated Douglas in Darnley's slaying, and shortly afterwards, a servant of Douglas', John Binning, was tried and executed for having assisted in the crime.  Details of Binning's trial have, unsurprisingly, not survived, but he evidently admitted that his master murdered Darnley and Taylor.  (From what we know of his statements, he also specifically implicated Robert Balfour and Lethington’s brother, John Maitland.)  The force of public opinion finally brought Douglas himself to stand trial for the crime in 1586, but Elizabeth, fearful of what revelations he might choose to disclose about England's involvement in Darnley's death, bribed James to see to it that Douglas was acquitted.10 The jurors found a novel way of dealing with the fact that they were forced to deliver a farcical "not guilty" verdict that was, in the words of a disgusted contemporary, "the filthiest iniquity that was heard of in Scotland." 11 Their verdict declared Douglas to be "clean and acquit of being in company with Bothwell, Ormiston, Hay and Hepburn in committing the crime." 12 Although this remarkable ruling appeared to exonerate no one but Bothwell and his men, Douglas was set free to carry on his singular activities until his death, which was around 1600. 

Morton's execution is also of importance because it concerns yet another of the era's great mysteries, that is, the ultimate fate of the Casket Letters. 

After the York Conference, when the original letters were returned to Scotland, they were kept in the possession of the successive Regents (it was said that none of them ever left the precious letters out of his sight.)  After Morton's execution, the letters somehow landed in the possession of the Earl of Gowrie.  (The son of the Lord Ruthven who had helped mastermind the Rizzio conspiracy.)  When the English government heard Gowrie had the letters, Elizabeth's envoy, Robert Bowes, was given the job of obtaining the letters from him.  Elizabeth desperately wanted them in her own possession, for, in Bowes' supremely enigmatic phrase, "the secrecy and benefit of the cause."13 

Bowes tried to steal the letters, but as that proved unsuccessful, he appealed directly to the Earl.  At first, Gowrie refused to even admit he had the letters.  Bowes persisted--this was obviously something the English found of extreme importance--pointing out to Gowrie the jeopardy in his ownership of the letters.  Mary herself, Bowes noted, was making determined efforts to get the letters into her own possession, "and that the means which she will make in this behalf shall be so great and effectual as these writings cannot be safely kept in that realm without dangerous offense to him that hath the custody thereof; neither shall he that is once known to have them be suffered to hold them in his hands."14 

Gowrie remained uncooperative, seemingly undeterred by the uncomfortable fact that all previous owners of the letters had come to a bad end.  He told Bowes that, "after he had found and seen the writings, that he might not make delivery of them without the privity of the King."15 This reply displeased the envoy, who commented that consulting James "should adventure great danger to the cause." 16 Gowrie later confided to Bowes that James' friends had also made efforts to retrieve the letters, adding that he could do nothing with the papers without the King's consent.  (It is not explained why he refused to simply give the letters to James.)  Elizabeth's representative finally had no choice but to return to England empty-handed. 

This curious little episode deserves much more attention than it has gotten from historians, as it is crucial in trying to understand the mystery of the Casket Letters. 

First, the incident should in itself be sufficient to put to rest, once and for all, the idea that the letters were forged.  Why would Elizabeth be so desperate to get forged letters from the Scots?  (If that was all she required, couldn't the English forge some letters themselves?) 

And why, if they were forged, would the Scots be keeping, fifteen years later, such potentially embarrassing documents?  If they were faked, they would have, after the copies had been made at the York Conference, destroyed the originals, so it would be impossible to discover their trickery.  Why was James making such determined efforts to obtain the letters--and why were both the Scots and the English equally determined that these efforts should fail?  What was in the originals, why did Elizabeth, Mary, and James all want them so badly, and why wasn't this crucial information--whatever it was--included in the copies retained by the English? 

It was clearly not anything pertaining to the Darnley murder.  Anything incriminating to Mary would surely have been included in the copies.  Besides, fifteen years later, the murder was hardly an important issue.  Mary's guilt or innocence in that regard was scarcely relevant.  Further proof that the letters were not dangerous to Mary was the fact that, all these years later, she was still trying to get them in her possession.  She obviously felt they would be of great value, as something she could use for her own purposes, to be utilized, not against herself, but against someone else. 

Who else could that be but James?  In the entire known history of the letters, he, not the Darnley murder, seems to be the true focus.  It is only by using him as the lens with which to examine the letters that all the disparate indistinct elements come into focus as a clear picture. 

1582, the year when both Elizabeth and Mary were making efforts to get the letters, was a crucial time in James' reign.  Morton, the last of the Regents, had been executed the previous year, leaving the sixteen-year-old King free to begin his personal rule.  Now that he was becoming a King in his own right, Elizabeth and Mary both wanted the letters in order to be able to control James.  Elizabeth, of course, had always felt controlling the Scottish sovereign was her particular prerogative.   Mary, now that she was losing hope that her supporters could capture James and spirit him off to Spain, had turned to advancing a plan where she would be returned to Scotland to serve as "co-ruler" with James.  (In reality, of course, she intended to arrange matters so that she would, in fact, be fully reinstated as Scotland's monarch, with James as--at best--a merely nominal figure.)  Mary obviously wanted the letters to use as "leverage" with James--who, of course, was even more anxious to get this potential "leverage" in his own keeping.  (As it happened, of course, Mary did not get the letters, and James vehemently rejected any plans that would result in Mary's freedom.  He was said to have declared "that he was for his own part ready to shut his ears against that or any like motion whatsoever which should tend to the impairing of his authority, peril of his estate, and his own dishonor." 17 It is obvious that James considered Mary to be an even bigger threat than Elizabeth did.) 

Why were the Scots so determined to keep the letters?  For the same reason Elizabeth and Mary wanted them:  blackmail.  They knew the power that could be wielded by anyone who owned the letters, and they were not about to relinquish it, which explains why they did not destroy the letters. 

Gowrie, as it happened, did not seem to be shy about using this power.  Just before Bowes' unsuccessful mission to obtain the letters, "for the secrecy and benefit of the cause," Gowrie and his political allies kidnapped the King.  James was brought to one of Gowrie's residences, and remained virtually his prisoner for a year.  This odd episode--known to history as the "Raid of Ruthven"--was apparently a coup aimed at ensuring James was controlled by Scottish Protestants, rather than French Catholics.  It also indicates the hold Gowrie felt he had over the King. 

James eventually escaped, but was still sufficiently cowed by Gowrie to feel compelled to "forgive" him.  The next year, 1584, however, James had Gowrie arrested and quickly executed. 

The trail of clear, undisputed ownership of the letters ends with Gowrie.  It has often been stated as fact by historians that after Gowrie's execution, James got possession of the letters and destroyed them.  There is no evidence whatever for this supposition.  Although it looks as if James did execute Gowrie in an effort to get the letters, he does not seem to have been successful.  Although the letters have not been seen publicly since Gowrie's death, they apparently still existed for at least some time afterwards, but more secretly.  People had learned by then just how lethal their ownership could be. 

The letters may have remained in possession of the Ruthven family until at least 1600.  It has been speculated that they were stored in Gowrie House, the mansion that was the site of that still-unexplained tragedy known as the "Gowrie Conspiracy," already described in this book.  After James had Gowrie House searched--without, it seems, discovering the mysterious papers he had hoped to find--and had driven the surviving Ruthvens into ruin and exile, the whereabouts of the Casket Letters grows impossible to document with any certainty.  Some believed they fell back into the hands of the Douglases.  An anonymous historian reported, during the reign of Charles II, that the letters were in the hands of the Marquis of Douglas.  By the mid-18th century, the famous letters were said to be at the estate of the Hamiltons (who had, by then, intermarried with the Douglases,) but this is only hearsay.  (One 17th century writer claimed to have seen the letters in Rome!)  It has been speculated that a 1758 fire, which destroyed the Douglas family seat, also consumed the Casket Letters, but this too is unproven.  A silver box, believed to be the casket which held the letters, is today on display in the Duke of Hamilton's castle of Lennoxlove, but its true identity is not certain.  And it is, in any case, long empty.  The letters may well still exist, in some hidden corner of a forgotten archive, waiting to reveal its answers to anyone who knows to ask the right questions.
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It was said of Mary that near the end of her life she declared, "Nothing but her blood would appease her enemies, but when she was at her lowest, her heart was greatest, and that she would provoke her foes to the worst."1 

And so this proved to be.  Mary's attempt to make use of the Casket Letters was her last, desperate chance to control her destiny.  By then, both she and Elizabeth knew--if they did not already--that the struggle between them could only be resolved in two ways:  Elizabeth would die.  Or Mary would. 

The earlier part of her imprisonment, particularly after Norfolk's death and the fall of Edinburgh Castle ended her last practical chances for getting her life back, was the worst period for Mary.  Her increasing horror at her predicament led to a sort of wild diplomatic flailing.  Her willingness to try every possible avenue--no matter what it might be--had an ultimately self-destructive effect.  As she was reaching out simultaneously to different factions and countries, most of whom were antagonistic to each other, their distrust of the other parties led them, naturally enough, to distrust her as well.  And her frantic poundings on her cell walls only served to further convince England how hazardous a character she could be.  Mary had never been known for her meek acquiescence, and she did not display any of that quality now.  For the first half of her captivity, she seemed, instead, to be giving in to a kind of deep despair.  She always had a tendency towards sarcasm and irony, and this began to show signs, in her frustration and misery, of mutating into a corrosive bitterness. 

Making it all the harder for her was the conviction that she had done little to deserve her lot.  Mary, rightfully so, felt no sense of guilt for Darnley's end.  Although she probably never knew the exact circumstances of his murder (it sounds as if very few people did,) she knew enough to be quite well aware that the chief blame for his death rested with Darnley himself.  When she said, soon after her imprisonment, that no one regretted the tragedy of her husband's murder more than she did, it was another example of her sense of irony and word-play.  She was not grieving that Darnley was dead, but that the true victims of his murder were Bothwell and herself.  She knew quite well that her life had been ruined, not out of any sense of justice on the part of her enemies, but because her very existence was highly inconvenient to them. 

The knowledge of the unfairness of her persecution did little to help her mood.  Her sense of depression and futility grew, until, by some time in her final years, she managed to save herself, in a figurative, if not a literal sense.  She turned more and more to her own peculiar brand of religion, which, while ostensibly Catholic, had more to do with a Rosicrucian, Kabbalistic mysticism than orthodoxy.  She spent an increasing amount of her time in prayer and meditation.  She had always had a bent for obscure symbolism, and her walls became covered with alchemical and Rosicrucian mottos and insignia, in French and Latin, that obviously had profound meaning to her. 

There was a picture of a crescent moon beneath a sword, with the title:  "Until it fill the whole world." 

Or, a split golden column, entitled:  "The same within and without." 

A circle within a triangle, with the legend, "The circle does not suit the triangle." 

A polar star and mariner's compass, labeled, "To sacrifice self by virtue." 

A salamander in the fire, with the words "I nourish and am quenched." 

A lunar eclipse:  "She is a light to herself, what she envies she withdraws." 

A hare going into labor:  "Time will put an end to these things likewise." 

A furnace with gold and mercury set side by side, symbolizing the transmutation of 

base metal into gold, as well as the material body into perfect spiritual essence: 

"Companionship comes of trust."2 

Her famous personal motto, "In my end is my beginning," is usually merely interpreted as an expression of her belief in life after death.  This is a rather simplistic explanation.  "In my end is my beginning" is actually a well-known Hermetic saying, which is meant as an expression of your own sense of spiritual enlightenment.  The reason this motto became so important to Mary, particularly in her last years, was that it symbolized her understanding of the immortality of the soul, and her oneness with the universe--what, in our day, would be described as "cosmic consciousness."  The saying became Mary's personal declaration of independence, her way of expressing her understanding that while her body may be imprisoned, that was no longer of supreme importance.  What mattered, she had finally come to realize, was that no one could confine her soul.  Things of the spirit, not the ways of this Earth, were what counted. 

If there is one good thing to be said about Mary's imprisonment, it is that it taught her, as nothing else had, a measure of introspection.  This had never been one of her more notable qualities.  Before, she had been an extrovert, more concerned with physical action and outward, rather than inward, self-expression.  Long years of forced inactivity trained her to a more otherworldly, as opposed to strictly material, vision, which is undoubtedly what finally saved her psyche.  While she never accepted her fate, she managed to come to terms with a life that would have destroyed any weaker personality.  In a work entitled "Essay On Adversity" that she wrote in 1580, she offers first-hand knowledge of the spiritual growth suffering can bring.  In describing cases of other rulers who had found hardship, she commented, "Tribulation has been to them as a furnace to fine gold--a means of proving their virtue, of opening their so-long-blinded eyes, and of teaching them to know themselves and their own failings."3 

Even with her understanding of the freedom of the spirit, she was too outraged at the injustice of her position to give up yet on her body.  Even after years of confinement, she refused to accept the degrading idea that she could die as Elizabeth's captive, fearlessly declaring that she would not leave her prison except as Queen of England.  She was as ready for extreme measures as ever--something that Francis Walsingham intended to use for his, and England's ultimate advantage. 

Walsingham, since the 1570s, had worked as England's first great spymaster.  He, in fact, is the founder of the modern British Intelligence service.  Whether this entitles him to an honored spot in history or his own special cubicle in Hell is up to individual opinion.  Walsingham fit the espionage stereotype perfectly:  He was a intense, humorless, faintly sinister figure who had the unnerving personality of the true fanatic.  There is no better way to describe him than by saying that the man loved his work. 

Mary had, from the beginning of his career, been his great obsession.  He looked upon her death as an alchemist looks upon the Philosopher's Stone:  As the ultimate Great Work of existence.  This fixation grew on him to the point where he saw this one woman's destruction as England's chief necessity, and by the 1580s, it had become the entire focus of his job.  This, coupled with Mary's known desperation to free herself, made the last great tragedy of her life, the so-called "Babington Plot," inevitable.  This enterprise was unique in Mary's history.  When considered that its true aim was not her liberation, but her death, it is the only scheme of her life that could be called a success. 

The plot itself was hardly a complicated one.  Its triumph was, in fact, due to its crude simplicity.  Anthony Babington was, in 1586, in his mid-twenties.  When he was a boy, he had lived for a time in the household of the Earl of Shrewsbury, serving as a page.  It is not clear just how much he saw of Mary during this period, but it was enough to instill in him a sort of schoolboy adoration of Mary that he carried with him to his death.  As he was devoutly Catholic, passionately idealistic, extremely wealthy, and slightly weak in the head, he was a natural recruit for the more harebrained movements in Mary's favor, which, naturally, had made him a particular object of Walsingham's attention.  When the spymaster, wearied of waiting for Mary to die or  Elizabeth to overcome her fears of executing her, decided it was time for drastic measures, Babington immediately came to mind as the perfect tool. 

The accepted version of the final act in the misadventure that was Mary’s life is that Walsingham insinuated double agents into the circle of Babington and his friends, and helped them formulate a plot to free Mary, with the help of the usual promised Spanish invasion.  Babington's original ambitions seem to have gone no further than that, but Walsingham's spy persuaded him that Elizabeth's death was a necessary part of the scheme.  The naive young man was then urged to write Mary herself about the plan, asking her formal blessing for the enterprise, never realizing how, by doing so, he was irretrievably sending the object of his devotion to her doom.  Simultaneously, Walsingham's spies persuaded Thomas Morgan, Mary's chief operative in France (who, it has been suggested, was of questionable loyalty himself,) to advise Mary to personally give Babington explicit encouragement, in order to bolster her would-be savior's nerve. 

As it happened, by the time Mary heard from Babington and his associates, she was in utter despair, as, for the first time in her long imprisonment, she found herself facing the possibility that she would never be free.  She had staked her last hope on the proposed "association" with James, where they would, in effect, share the throne of Scotland.  When, in 1585, she learned that he himself had dashed these hopes, it felt to her like the final blow.  Her adopted "son" revealed himself as an enemy.  After threatening James with the "malediction of God," (she was never one to think small,) she sent Castelnau de Mauvissiere a document that she insisted James sign, acknowledging his dependence upon her for his Crown.  "If he refuse," Mary wrote, "if he will not admit that he is King of Scotland only by my will, I require you, in all your negotiations, to withhold the title from him.  Other princes shall do the same, wherever my credit extends...I will deprive him of all the greatness to which, through me, he can pretend in the world." 4 

By 1586, James and Elizabeth formalized a league between their two countries; in exchange for an annual pension and some vague assurances about the succession, James gave Elizabeth his unofficial carte blanche to do whatever she liked with Mary.  The former Queen of Scotland became an official diplomatic non-person.  James also obsequiously informed Elizabeth that he was bestowing upon her the title of "Mother" (this interspersed between suggestions that the two of them marry.) 

Realizing the impossibility of gaining her freedom through James, Mary sent word to Philip that if James persisted in his heretic ways, she was disinheriting him and bequeathing her rights in Britain to the King of Spain.  With the fury of a caged lioness, she warned Elizabeth that "In all Christendom I shall find enough of heirs who will have talons strong enough to grasp what I may put in their hand!"  In her rage, she essentially dared Elizabeth to execute her for her defiant attitude, concluding her virtual declaration of war with the scornful words, "I had rather die and perish, with the honors such as it pleased God I was born to, than by pusillanimity to disgrace my life by prolonging it by anything unjust and unworthy of myself and my race."5 

Her efforts to replace James as her heir were, of course, only possible if he did not rightfully have that distinction at all.  If she were his real mother, not only would it be impossible for her to try to deny her child his rightful inheritance, but she would not even want to.  No matter how disgusted she may have been with James, as concerned as Mary was with bloodlines and family history, as conscious as she was of the so-called "divine right of Kings," if he was her son, it would never even occur to her to try to deny him his rights.  Even if she hated James, she would see it as outrage against not only him, but herself as well, for her heir to be deprived of his just due. 

In 1585, as a sign of England's willingness to take increasingly severe measures with Mary, once the danger that James might come to terms with her was over, she was transferred to the custody of a minor-level political figure named Amyas Paulet.  Paulet was chosen for this job because he was a Puritan religious fanatic who hated Mary, in principle, even more obsessively than Walsingham did.  He was a cold, grim, compulsively detail-oriented figure (Mary herself described Paulet as "one of the strangest and most savage men I have ever met,"6 which, considering some of the characters she had encountered during her career, is saying a great deal.)   Paulet could be counted on to make Mary's life as harsh and unpleasant as possible.  He more than fulfilled these expectations, imposing not only the sanctions against Mary ordered by London, but adding a few of his own invention, all done with a slightly ghoulish relish that, even four centuries later, is enough to make the flesh crawl.  He treated her with open hostility, mocked her infirmities (joking, when she was too ill to get out of bed, that, if she escaped, she would be unable to get very far on foot,) happily forbade whatever little pleasures she or her household could find, and even ended her donations to the local poor, sneering that she was merely trying to bribe them.  He wanted Mary not only politically neutralized, but personally humiliated and degraded as well.  Mary, in a rather more dignified manner, settled for letting Paulet know that he was a worthless lackey who was beneath her notice. 

Mary was moved to Tutbury Castle, a cold, dilapidated old mansion that she had always loathed.  In its drafty, unhealthy atmosphere, the well being not only of Mary, but her entire household, suffered greatly.  It seems to have been the hope that, after a winter or two there, Mary would simply die and spare everyone the trouble of openly killing her. 

More painful to Mary than any physical discomforts was the intellectual deprivation, the loss of membership in any active society.  She had no visitors.  Her private correspondence, her only link to the world, was shut down completely.  She was surrounded by armed guards, day and night.  Her household needed special permits to leave the premises, and then only accompanied by a sentry.  She had no knowledge of the outside world whatsoever.  Paulet, Walsingham realized, was doing too good a job of rendering Mary harmless.  The woman could hardly implicate herself in the middle of a living tomb.  By this point, it was essential that Mary die.  Elizabeth, after all, was now in her fifties, and her health was not much better than Mary's.  If she were to predecease Mary, it would be an obvious catastrophe for all her ministers.  For the sake of their own careers, and probably lives, they decided that Mary must be dealt with, and soon. 

Walsingham knew by now that mere proof of plots to free Mary would not be enough to compel Elizabeth to sanction Mary’s death.  From the time of the Norfolk plots on, all Mary’s would-be rescuers had lost their lives, while the cause of their conspiracies--Mary herself--remained, thanks to Elizabeth’s fears of taking open responsiblity for her fellow Queen’s death.  The clever, mercilessly determined spymaster recognized that in order to force Elizabeth’s hand, something unprecedented was necessary; explicit, detailed evidence that Mary herself was openly seeking Elizabeth’s assassination.  He made his plans accordingly. 

Late in 1585, Mary was transferred to the more accessible castle of Chartley. Walsingham inaugurated a plan where the village brewer, when he made his weekly deliveries to the castle, would "secretly" smuggle in letters with the help of a "Catholic loyalist" named Gilbert Gifford, who had been recommended to Mary by Thomas Morgan (Gifford was, of course, one of Walsingham's plants.)   She was told that Gifford could, thanks to the brewer's beer barrels, enable her to renew her letter-writing.  After many months of brutal isolation, Mary was overjoyed by this sudden salvation--and desperate to retain it.  She plunged back into her long-denied correspondence with a hungry vigor.  All her letters and their replies went under the personal inspection of Walsingham, leaving him free to utilize her postal system as he willed.  At this point, so we are told, at least, Babington made his fatal move.  In July, he supposedly wrote to Mary, informing her of his plans, and making it clear that Elizabeth's murder would be involved. 

History records that Mary sent Babington acknowledgment of his messages, commissioned him to carry letters for her, and expressed hopes for her release, giving advice on how her rescue should be carried out, but she avoided actually authorizing Elizabeth's assassination.  When her response to Babington's final letter came into Walsingham's hands, he felt Mary's reply was still inadequate for his purposes, therefore, he enlisted the notorious forger and cryptographer, Thomas Phelippes, who had easily broken the cypher, to add a postscript encouraging the murder plan, and asking him to name the men who would perform the task. 

There are some odd internal inconsistencies within her fatal letter to Babington; notably, the letter's most incriminating line, "...then shall it be time to set the six gentlemen [the six men Babington had said would be in charge of Elizabeth's assassination] at work," states that the "work" (by implication, Elizabeth's death,) would have to precede, not follow, Mary's rescue.  But just a few lines later, Mary expresses great concern about what Elizabeth would do to them all if the rescue plan should fail, making it clear that she expected the English Queen to still be alive and in power at the time of her escape. 

Mary may well have wished for Elizabeth’s death; her own freedom was impossible while Elizabeth lived, and she must have known that any serious plan for her liberation would have to involve her rival’s demise.  However, is it possible that Mary would have expressed such desires to an unproven intermediary with no substantial credentials linking him to the foreign powers Mary knew she needed, whose excruciatingly indiscreet and meticulously explicit plotting--even in cypher--spelled an instant death sentence?  The answer must be an emphatic no.  If Mary actually received Babington’s blatantly and unnecessarily incriminating letter, she would distance herself from Babington’s plot, as she had distanced herself from previous plots that she deemed uncertain to succeed.  In fact, on the 17th of July, the very day she supposedly composed her suicidal response to Babington, she wrote a letter--an unmistakably genuine one, in her original French--to the Archbishop of Glasgow, urging that Philip postpone any plans to invade England until a peace with France put more troops at his disposal, and showing no awareness at all of any imminent action against Elizabeth. 7 

In truth, Mary’s cooperation in her own demise was a bothersome and extraneous detail in Walsingham’s master plan.  It was much more efficient for the spymaster to craft the entire body of evidence against her, which is the only possible way to account for the fact that the correspondence he claimed passed between her and Babington reads like a treatise entitled, “How To Implicate Yourself In a Conspiracy.”  The shameless fraud even wrote to Leicester, days before Mary supposedly wrote her damming letter to Babington, that she would soon orchestrate her own downfall. 8 

Significantly, Walsingham never, at any time, produced the original letter Mary was said to have sent Babington, contenting himself with introducing "copies" into evidence.  This glaring omission is inexplicable, as any spymaster who finally got his hands on incriminating words from Mary herself would have treated them as sacred relics.  He heartily agreed with Elizabeth’s order to “keep to himself the depth and manner of the discovery,”9 but unless Mary’s original letter was produced at trial, with her secretaries vouching for their legitimacy in person, a blanket of suspicion should have been thrown over Walsingham’s whole sordid enterprise, and Mary should have been acquitted.  Even Babington’s letter was merely “reconstructed from memory”--whether it was Babington’s or the deadly duo of Walsingham and Phelippes is unknown--but none of these “reconstructions” deserved consideration in any court. 

In August, Walsingham felt the trap was ready to be sprung.  Paulet, in a sudden show of geniality, informed Mary that she had been given permission to spend the day hunting.  Mary, long starved for exercise and some change of scene, was too delighted by the prospect of being in the outdoors again to wonder what inspired this kindness.  She and her attendants, who were as cruelly imprisoned as she was, rode out in grateful enthusiasm. 

The true hunt, of course, featured herself as the prey.  As soon as Mary and her servants had left Chartley, her rooms were ransacked, and all her private papers seized.  As she and her party were returning home at the end of the day, she was arrested and brought to the castle of Fotheringay.  There, on October 14 and 15, she stood trial for treason, accused of inviting insurrection and plotting the murder of the Queen of England.  If the government had wanted to be truthful, they would simply have condemned her for the crime of being Mary Stewart, but such straightforwardness was beyond them.
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Chapter 36







  -Thirty Six-
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Mary's trial was an unprecedented action to take against an anointed Queen Regnant.  It still stands today as an extraordinary spectacle, if, for no other reason, as one of the most blatantly rigged tribunals ever held.  One wonders why the English even bothered with the pretense of a trial.  It would have been considerably less hypocritical of them to just put her up against a wall and shoot her. 

The English government had carefully planned ahead for her death.  In 1581, the "Statute of Silence," made even the discussion of Elizabeth's possible successor a treasonous act.  The 1584 "Bond of Association” was a lynch law calling for the immediate death not only of anyone who plotted in favor of a claimant to Elizabeth’s throne, but of the claimant themselves, even if said person was completely ignorant of the plot.  Its Parliamentary successor, the "Act of Association," amended this somewhat, as it--albeit somewhat ambiguously--required that the claimant be privy to the plot, (although actual participation was still unnecessary to prove their guilt,) and called for a special commission to convict the claimant before they were put to death.  All of this was, of course, nothing more than the blueprint for Mary's execution. 

Mary had only a day's notice before the trial took place.  She was not allowed to bring notes or call witnesses.  As defendants in treason cases were never allowed counsel, she was forced to conduct her own defense.  Although she had great knowledge and familiarity with European canon law, her trial would be conducted by the English common law.  She was not allowed an English legal expert to advise her, although she pointed out that her trial would be run according to laws which were "by me most unknown.”  Mary contemptuously derided the trial, describing it as having no more than the "show and color of just and legal proceeding."1 She dismissed the law which had, through the Act of Association, been designed specifically to try her for treason as "unjust, devised of purpose against her," and "without example."  She pointed out that English common law required a precedent for a case such as hers (there was, of course, none,) European canon law could only be interpreted by those who framed it (i.e. the Pope and his delegates,) and civil law was so complex, its explanation and application was traditionally left to the great Continental universities.2 She was so indignant over the terms of her trial that she initially refused to attend, not wanting to ratify illegal proceedings with her presence.  She was “no subject,“ and would do nothing to prejudice regal status.  However, when she realized her silence would only be presented as proof of her guilt, she decided she had no choice but to present her case as best she could.  She knew the trial was nothing but a formality to legally sanction her death.  She knew she was going to die, no matter what, and, by now, she was so utterly weary and disgusted with the world that she would be glad to leave it. 

What she sought was not to prolong her life, but to make her death as embarrassing for the English as possible.  She knew Elizabeth dreaded having to take open responsibility for her execution, and she intended to make the experience as excruciating as possible for her rival.  She was also aware of what a historic scene her trial would be.  The "theatre of the world," 3 as she put it, would be watching, and she wanted this theatre to hear her final performance, before the curtain was lowered on her forever. 

Her "trial" (probably, the more accurate term would be "inquisition") was held in Fotheringay's Great Hall.  She was left alone and unaided by any papers or notes to face the interrogation of her sworn enemies, men who, she noted, had obviously forejudged her to be guilty. 

Elizabeth, the ultimate judge of the proceedings, was, of course, absent, but her presence was represented by a throne placed on a position of honor at the upper end of the chamber.  Mary herself was relegated to a "below and more remote" spot.  She spent the trial figuratively under Elizabeth's shadow. 

The main witnesses against her, namely Babington and his cohorts, were long dead.  In August, Mary’s would-be heroes were captured, had confessions forced out of them, and--at Elizabeth’s insistence--were slowly butchered in a horrifying three-hour long spectacle which managed only to disgust and outrage even the bloodthirsty crowd that had come to see them die.  Their confessions were, however, produced as evidence.  These depositions, Mary calmly noted, were mere words on paper, from men she had never met, who could not now be questioned.  Babington, she said, was put to death without being confronted by her, because her accusers knew the truth would emerge if she did. 

Also presented were affidavits signed by her two secretaries, Gilbert Curle and Claude Nau, attesting to Mary's communications with Babington.  Curle, a meek, passive sort, who, according to Mary, had always been dominated by Nau, seemed to have little to say.  Nau was the one to freely express himself when taken into custody.  It was even reported that he helped select and prepare the evidence used against Mary at her trial.  Mary, (who noted that Nau "had many peculiarities, likings, and intentions that I cannot mention in public,")4 was to bitterly denounce him as a traitor and liar, and many of her allies also expressed their belief that Nau was nothing more than a paid enemy agent.  This view was only strengthened when it was learned Nau was comfortably lodged in Walsingham's own house until after the execution, (where he felt enough at his ease to request his host to provide him with "necessities"--which included clothes of satin, velvet, and taffeta, silver dining utensils, and two volumes of the "Lives" of Plutarch.)  Unlike the rest of Mary’s household, who were imprisoned for months after her death, Nau was soon released from custody,  whereupon he returned to France--carrying a large sum of money. 

All this could not help but make people suspicious about the secretary.  What was Nau doing working for Mary in the first place?  Being in her employ was nearly as dreary a fate as being Mary herself.  Her household lived in the same state of isolation and restriction as she did, sharing all her discomforts and stresses.  They were all either French or Scottish exiles, who gave up their families and homelands for her sake.  They were willing to do this because of their personal ties to Mary.  They had known her for years, loved her, and were willing to devote their lives to her.  Nau was the exception.  He had never met Mary before he entered her service.  Aside from the unremarkable fact that he was a French Catholic, he had no strong reason to feel any personal loyalty to her.  Plus, he was evidently an ambitious, self-seeking man who considered the interests of Mary--or anyone else--decidedly secondary to his own.  Such a character would have little inclination for the unrewarding life of toiling for a helpless prisoner.  In any case, whether he was a deliberate saboteur or not, the fact that so many people who knew him well, particularly Mary, were so ready to believe the worst of him is in itself highly significant. 

When Mary was presented with the affidavits of her secretaries, she declared that Nau could readily be bribed or intimidated into bearing false witness against her.  Curle, on the other hand, was an “honest man,“ but no “meet witness” against her.  In addition, he was a pliable sort, completely under Nau’s thumb, and Curle could easily be manipulated into doing his bidding.  She added that Nau--whom she called the King of France’s servant, not hers--could have added material to her letters without her knowledge, particularly as he had, for more than a year past, taken to composing correspondence in his own room.  She demanded that they be produced in person for questioning.  This was not done.  As for the “copies” of her alleged correspondence with Babington, she pointed out that the letters were in cypher, which could be easily forged by anyone who had the key.  Whatever Babington may or may not have written, she declared, her accusers had no proof that she had either received his letters or answered them.  She insisted that her accusers produce something in her own writing tying her to any plot.  Such a production never occurred.  Of all her personal papers that were seized at Chartley after her arrest, not one of the actual documents was ever publicly produced as evidence against her.5 Mary added bitingly that "the majesty and safety of all princes falleth to the ground if they depend upon the writings and testimony of secretaries." 6 

She denied anything more than a natural desire for freedom, and, yet again, challenged her accusers to show something in her own hand proving she was guilty of anything more than that.  She would not, she said, "make shipwreck of my soul,"7 by conspiring for Elizabeth's life.   Mary pointed out the absurdity of the claim that she would be self-destructive enough to openly ratify such plots in her behalf, declaring, “I know nothing of any murder or attempt against anyone, nor of any plot or invasion of the kingdom.  As I have already said, I gave you sufficient warning to beware of some such enterprise, for I was sure that something was in preparation, though I knew not what.  It was always hidden from me, as it was well known, I should not consent to it, and also because they feared that it would injure me.  These conspirators may have used my name to authorize their proceedings and strengthen their cause, but there is no letter written or signed by me; there is no one who has seen such a thing or received it, or who has communicated or spoken with me.”8 

As for the charge that she had willed to Philip her claims to the English succession, she did not deny it, merely retorting that it was perfectly lawful for her to give away "her own things at pleasure."9 Mary was unafraid of the enmity of illegitimate judges and she willingly took responsibility for her true actions, however damaging they may have been to her cause. 

She had, her accusers went on, given money to a would-be assassin of Elizabeth.  Mary responded that the man was bankrupt after years of working in her service and needed the income to survive.  She added that Elizabeth had for years been providing her enemies in Scotland with pensions.  Mary was, as usual, determined to give the world as good as she got. 

Mary presented herself as a foreigner who could not legally be guilty of treason against the Queen of England.  Furthermore, as an anointed Queen herself, she could not be judged by her inferiors.  The commissioners, on the other hand, depicted Mary as a traitor and would-be murderess who was nothing but a common criminal.  Their arguments were that, as Mary had lived under English law for nineteen years, she was liable to be judged by it, while, under the Act of Association, her status as a foreign royal gave her no claims to immunity. 

Mary continued to denounce the panel, lamenting that her “honor and reputation was called into question before foreign lawyers, which by wretched conclusions drew every circumstance into a consequence."10 

When reproached for her dealings with Philip, Mary haughtily informed them that matters between sovereigns was none of their affair.   She added, in a distinctly ominous tone, "that since she was now convinced she had no hope from England, she was resolved not to reject foreign aid." 11 

"I entered this country," she said bitterly, "confiding in the friendship and the promises of the Queen of England."  She removed one of her rings and held it up to her judges.  "Here, my Lords," she said, "is the pledge of love and protection which I received from your Royal Mistress.  Look well at it.  It was in reliance upon this that I came among you.  Nobody knows better than yourselves how this pledge has been respected!"12 

She continued to stand upon "the immunity and majesty of foreign princes," blasting the commissioners for forcing her to "descend beneath her royal dignity."13 

She went further in her attacks, accusing Walsingham to his face of having tampered with her letters.  “What security have I,” she exclaimed to him, “that these are my cyphers?  Do you think, Mr. Secretary, that I was ignorant of the stratagems you so cunningly employed against me?  Your spies surrounded me on all sides, but you are not, perhaps, aware that some of them made false depositions, and then informed me of it.  And if they have thus acted,” she went on, now addressing her judges, “how can I be certain that he has not forged my cyphers to procure my condemnation?” 14(The spymaster, in reply, could only give the carefully phrased answer that he had done nothing that was unworthy of his public position.)  However her judges may have tried to change the subject, Mary constantly went back to the most important point:  The commissioners had failed to produce a word in her own writing, or even the originals of the cypher letters that had been sent, nor had they brought her secretaries in person to testify.  She unhesitatingly admitted doing everything in her power to obtain her rightful freedom, but unequivocally denied her personal involvement in anything more.  Her defense against the charges condemning her came down to two simple words:  "Prove it."  They could not do so, of course, but that hardly mattered by now.  In any case, Mary had had her fill of life.  "I have perhaps only two or three years to live in this world," she declared, "and I do not aspire to any public position, especially when I consider the pain and desperance which meet those who wish to do right, and act with justice and dignity in the midst of so perverse a generation, and when a whole world is full of crimes and troubles!"15 

At the trial's conclusion, Mary rose "with great confidence of countenance," 16insisting on her right to speak before the full Parliament, and Elizabeth herself.  This was denied.  She spoke to Walsingham and several other commissioners about her secretaries, speculating pointedly on the motives that could have inspired their depositions.  Mary then took Walsingham aside, for a brief, private conversation that left him visibly agitated.  As she was leaving, Mary paused in front of the panel.  Coolly eyeing the men, she called upon God to forgive them for what they were doing, and added, with an ironic little smile, "May God keep me from having to do with you all again."17 

She turned and swept from the room. 

The legal outcome of the trial was hardly in doubt, but in the sense that she had been hoping for, Mary had won.  Her unexpectedly ingenious, eloquent, and assertive defense had not saved her life--nothing could have--but she had managed to put her enemies at least temporarily on the defensive, exposed the emptiness and fraud of the charges against her, and preserved her own dignity.  "We princes are set as it were upon stages in the sight of the world,"18 Elizabeth had observed.  Now all Mary wanted was the opportunity to play what she saw as the last of her long series of roles on these "stages"--as a religious and political martyr.
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Chapter 37





  -Thirty Seven-
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Elizabeth officially condemned Mary to death early in December, but she resisted the final, irrevocable step of signing the death warrant.  The reasons that can be presented for her hesitation are varied;  her fears of having to take responsibility, her queasiness at the thought of executing a fellow Queen, the concern that, once Mary was dead, Philip's last obstacle to invading England would be gone--all that, plus, probably, that strange fascination Elizabeth had always felt for Mary, contributed to her procrastination.  Even before Mary's trial, Elizabeth, possibly because of her private unease about the case Walsingham had presented against Mary, had commissioned Paulet to urge her to admit her guilt to Elizabeth herself, and ask for mercy--with the strong hint that if she would only do so, she would not ask in vain.  Mary dryly remarked that this tactic "reminded her of what one would say to children when one wanted them to confess."1 

In revenge for her intransigence, the dais with her royal arms was taken down, “because,” Paulet informed her, “you are now only a dead woman.”  Mary retorted that she was an anointed Queen, called to her position by God, and only God could strip her of that dignity.  “I do not recognize your Queen as my superior, nor her heretical Council and assembly as my judges,” she continued, “and I shall die a Queen in spite of them.  They have no more power over me than robbers at the corner of a wood might have over the most just prince or judge in the world; but I hope that God will manifest His justice in this kingdom after my death.”2 She pointedly replaced the dais with a large crucifix. 

As the weeks went by and the warrant remained unsigned, the outcry for Mary's head increased.  Parliament raged against the "Jezebel," "the daughter of sedition, the mother of rebellion, the nurse of impiety, the handmaid of iniquity, the sister of unshamefastness."3 Mary herself, eager to be done with a world that had brought her little but misery, sent Elizabeth a letter that was said to have devastated the English Queen. 

Mary wrote:  "...Lately, on hearing the sentence, given by your last assemblage of some of the state, and receiving the admonition made to me by Lord Buckhurst and Beale, that I should prepare myself for the end of my long and wearisome trying pilgrimage, I begged them to thank you for me for such agreeable tidings, and to implore you to permit me certain things for the discharge of my conscience, the which Sir Paulet has since let me know you have accorded, having already allowed my chaplain to return, and together with the money which had been taken from me, and he assures me that the rest will follow.  For all this I have much wished to return you thanks, and to supplicate you for one more last favor, which I have thought best to communicate to you alone, as being a last grace which I desire to own to you alone, having no hope of anything but cruelty from the Puritans, who are now the strongest in power and the most animated against me--God knows for what reason...Therefore, Madame, in honor of Jesus (whose name all powers obey,) I require you to promise that when my enemies shall have satisfied their dark desire for my innocent blood, you will permit that my poor sorrowful servants may all together bear my body to be buried in holy ground and near those of my predecessors who are in France, especially the late Queen my mother; and this because in Scotland the bodies of the kings my ancestors have been insulted, and the churches pulled down and profaned, and because, suffering death in this country, I cannot have a place beside your predecessors, who are also mine; and what is more important--because in our religion we much prize being buried in holy ground...I hope that you will not refuse this my last request, but will at least allow free sepulture to the body from which the soul will be separated, as being united, they never knew how to obtain liberty to live in peace, or to procure the same for you, for which before God I do not in any way blame you--but may God show you the entire truth after my death.  And because I fear the secret tyranny of some of those into whose power you have abandoned me, I beg you not to permit me to be executed without your knowledge--not from fear of the pain, which I am ready to suffer, but on account of the rumors that would be spread concerning my death if it were not seen by reliable witnesses; how it was done, I am persuaded, in the case of others of different rank...I wish that all my papers, without any exception, had been shown to you, so that it might have been seen that it was not only the care of your safety which animated all those who are so prompt in pursuing me.  If you grant me this my last request, give orders that I shall see what you write regarding it, as otherwise they will make me believe what they like; and I desire to know your final reply to my final request...Do not accuse me of presumption if, on the eve of leaving this world, and preparing myself for a better, I remind you that one day you will have to answer for your charge as well as those who are sent before, and that, making no account of my blood or my country, I desire to think of the time when, from the earliest dawn of reason, we were taught to place our soul's welfare before all temporal matters, which should cede to those of eternity..."4 

Elizabeth never replied.  On January 12th, Mary composed what was to be her final letter to Elizabeth.  After reading it, Paulet refused to send it on to his Queen at all.  After repeating the requests she had made in her previous communication, and her concern over her failure to receive a response, she went on to say that "if at the hour of my death I should wish to divulge to you some secret, and of which it might be of importance to you that no one should have knowledge, being my last words, I desire to know in whom I may confide, as there are some who might, through habit, speak about it too freely, or refrain from telling it, from some reason of their own..."5 

In Scotland, twenty-year-old King James sent a special envoy to Elizabeth, ostensibly to plead for Mary's life, but, in reality, merely to seek reassurance that her execution would not imperil his own hopes for the English throne.  When chided on this lack of filial feeling, James responded irritably that, after all, Mary wished to dethrone and disinherit him.  His messenger, the Master of Gray, wrote at this time to none other than Archibald Douglas, commenting "that the interests of all men required this Queen to be put out of the way."  Gray put it in even blunter terms to Elizabeth's ministers:  "The dead do not bite." 6 As soon as he knew that Mary's conviction would not jeopardize his own chances for the English throne, James virtually became an accessory to her execution by signaling to Elizabeth that, as far as he was personally concerned, the English could put Mary to death with impunity.  This ready acquiescence went beyond any fears he may have had about her eventually challenging him for the English succession.  After all, Mary was imprisoned, disgraced, and a Catholic, who was, practically speaking, no longer even Queen (even though she herself never acknowledged this, having declared the abdication null and void after her escape from Lochleven.)  James knew no one in Elizabeth's government would support Mary's claims over his own.  He did not need her dead in order to inherit...unless, of course, he knew that she knew, better than anyone, that he had no rights to any throne at all, including the one on which he sat.  He had been raised to believe that if Mary--who never, to the very end, acknowledged anyone but herself as Scotland's monarch--were ever restored, it would be a personal disaster for him.  In a letter to Leicester discussing the execution, he defended his own conduct by blandly commenting, "How fond [foolish] and inconstant I were if I should prefer my mother to the title, let all men judge."7 

What finally forced Elizabeth's hand was the sheer weight of the increasing public agitation for Mary's death.  London was nearly at the point of riot.  They were kept in continual agitation by rumors of plans to effect Mary's escape, with the help of the Spanish.  At one point, Londoners went almost into panic over claims that Philip's ships had been sighted in the harbor.  (What is not entirely clear is whether these rumors originated in the fertile and devious minds of Cecil and Walsingham.)  Clearly, things could not go on as they were.  Finally, on February 1, 1587, Elizabeth signed the death warrant, and gave it to her secretary, William Davison, commenting sardonically that he should show it to Walsingham, because, "I fear the blow may kill him on the spot!"8 She then dismissed Davison, ordering him not the mention the matter to her again.  As he was leaving, she suddenly stopped him.  Complaining bitterly about the lack of duty Paulet, as well as Mary's other keepers had shown in not freeing her from this unpleasant task, she suggested that Davison and Walsingham write to Sir Amyas, requesting him to secretly kill Mary.  Surely, as a loyal subject, he would wish to spare his Queen all the trouble of this public execution? 

Paulet certainly wanted Mary dead, but he knew perfectly well the danger that, if he complied, he would then be made the scapegoat for her death.  He politely declined, leaving Elizabeth to irritably denounce him as "a dainty and precise fellow."9 

The Clerk of the Privy Council, Robert Beale, delivered the warrant to Fotheringay on February 5.  He was joined by the Earls of Kent and Shrewsbury, the Sheriff of Northhamptonshire, and a man named Bull--the London executioner.  Upon becoming aware of the arrival of this grim cavalcade, Mary’s attendants, realizing what it portended, became hysterical. 

On February 7, when Mary was informed of Elizabeth's action, she was calm, even grateful.  Her only show of emotion came when, after the warrant had been read to her, she put her hand on the Catholic Bible that lay on a table near her, swearing that she had neither sought nor consented to Elizabeth's murder.  Kent responded rudely that, as she was swearing on the book of the Papists, her word was worth no more than the book. 

"It is the book in which I believe," Mary replied.  "Do you suppose my oath would be more sincere if I took it on yours, in which I do not believe?"10 

Kent had no answer to that. 

When she was told the execution would take place the next morning, she was startled, complaining that she had been given little time for final preparations, but she accepted the imminent end to her earthly existence with unfeigned relief, telling Elizabeth's representatives that "You will do me great good in withdrawing me from this world out of which I am very glad to go."  She added simply, "All my life I have had only sorrow." 11 

After the delegation left, she tried to console her grief-stricken attendants.  She could not resist a few bitter words about Nau, whom she claimed was the cause of her death.  She added that he had often tried to create trouble in the household. 

Mary distributed her remaining money and personal possessions among her servants, then spent the rest of the evening making out her will and writing letters.  The last of these was to her former brother-in-law, now King Henri III.  In this, she referred to her initial decision to come to England, wryly commenting that she had been given this notion "for my sins, I think."  She lamented that she was refused her plea to be buried in France, begged Henri to assist her servants, and commented of James that "I commend him to you inasmuch as he shall merit it, as I cannot answer for him." 12 She also sent a message to Philip.  In regards to his planned Armada against England, she bade him remember that her Protestant enemies --she named Cecil and Walsingham in particular--were his as well, intimating that if his enterprise was, as she hoped, successful, she wished him to do his worst against them.  She seems to have written no final farewell letters to James--any that history knows of, at least.  In her last evening, in fact, she was still speaking bitterly of him.  When advised she should die at peace with all men, she replied:  "I forgive everyone, and accuse no one.  Yet I may follow King David's example and pray God to confound and punish His enemies."13 She spent the rest of the night in prayer. 

At daybreak, her attendants helped her to dress.  When they had finished, Mary stood before one of her mirrors, staring at her reflection, as if she were saying good-bye to her body.  She then turned to her ladies and said:  "This is the moment to guard against weakness.  I remember that, in my youth, my uncle Francis [the Duke of Guise] said to me one day in his house at Meudon, 'My niece, there is one mark above all by which I recognize you as of my own blood.  You are brave as the bravest of my men-at-arms, and if women still fought as in the old times, I think you would know well how to die.'  It remains for me to show to both friends and enemies from what race I have sprung.”14 

At eight o'clock, the Sheriff came to summon Mary.  She expressed her happiness to her Steward, Andrew Melville, "that Mary Stuart has arrived at the close of her misfortunes." 15 One of the many accounts of Mary's final moments has her sending a verbal message to James, whom she had already denounced and disowned.  Mary spoke, as always, with layers of hidden meaning.  She supposedly instructed Melville to inform him that she had done nothing to prejudice the kingdom of Scotland, “and say unto him from me that he trust not too much to practices and policies, for practices and policies will have an end."16 

She expressed to Kent and Shrewsbury her hope that Gilbert Curle would be pardoned.  (Unsurprisingly, she said nothing about Nau.)  She then asked if some of her attendants might accompany her.  They wished, she explained, to be with her in her final moments.  Kent curtly refused to allow any of her women to enter the hall--they would only weep and wail and make spectacles of themselves, he sneered.  Mary drew herself up (she was probably much taller than Kent) and stared imperiously at him.  "I am cousin to your Queen," she snapped, "am descended of the blood royal of Henry the Seventh, Dowager Queen of France, anointed Queen of Scotland!"17 

Kent backed down, and Andrew Melville, her physician, Dr. Bourgoing, several other close members of her household, and her two favorite female attendants, Jane Kennedy and Elizabeth Curle, escorted her to the scaffold.  She entered the hall with an almost eerie tranquility, which was not marred by the fact that, on her arrival, the musicians placed in the courtyard launched into a dirge commonly played at the execution of witches, nor even by the Protestant Dean of Peterborough, who, with supreme tastelessness, made a last-minute effort to convert her after she ascended the scaffold.  He insisted on haranguing her, exhorting her to repent, until finally Mary loudly declared that she would not heed him, and ordered him to be silent.  The Dean began reading aloud from the Anglican prayer book.  Mary's response was to recite, in an even more audible voice, her Catholic prayers.  Then, in the last of the countless baffling incidents of Mary's strange life, Kent and Shrewsbury approached her, asking if she had any "secret matter" she wished to reveal.  An enigma to the end, Mary merely replied indifferently that she had already said enough, and had no wish to speak further.18 The full nature of this "secret matter"--and what Mary could have disclosed about it--was, like so much other information concerning this mysterious woman, knowledge that died with her. 

When the executioner approached to help her remove her outer clothing, she waved him away with a smile, commenting, almost coquettishly, that she had never had such attendants to help her undress, nor was she used to disrobing before such company.  When she undressed to her petticoat--of a defiant red, the Catholic liturgical color symbolizing martyrdom--the executioner, as was the custom, asked for her pardon.  She answered serenely that she forgave him most happily, as he was the man who would bring to an end all her troubles. 

She then knelt upright in front of the block.  She evidently assumed that the executioner would behead her in this pose, and with a sword, a “privilege” granted in France to those of royal blood.  When she realized that, instead, she would be dispatched in a prone position, with an axe, like a common criminal, she was no doubt displeased--it must have seemed like the final indignity--but she unhesitatingly laid her head on the block, praying audibly all the while.19 

Mary's ill-fortune clung to her to the end.  The executioner’s hands were unsteady.  The first blow, instead of severing her neck, struck the back of her head.  While some observers later said they heard her gasp, "Sweet Jesus!" at the blow, others maintained that she neither moved nor made a sound.  It is to be hoped the latter was true, that the wound either knocked her unconscious or killed her outright.  Recovering himself, the headsman struck again, this time more efficiently.  Her head fell from the body. 

"God save the Queen!" said the executioner, picking Mary's head up by the hair to display to the onlookers. 

He did not realize it, but the hair he was grasping was a wig.  Mary's real hair, which had turned completely white by her mid-thirties (premature whitening of the hair is a side-effect of chronic poisoning,) was cut very short.  Her head itself slid out of his grasp and rolled on the floor towards the horrified spectators, creating a grisly scene that, no doubt, would be replayed often in many of the onlookers' nightmares.  Mary, as usual, had managed to have the last word. 

Mary Stewart, the last true Queen in Great Britain, died, at least, serene in the belief that the best thing that could be done for her life was to end it.  Using the same "body without a heart" imagery as the opening lines of  "Casket Letter number 2," thus ironically helping to prove her authorship of the letter, one of her last poems, written just before her execution, prayed:
  "Alas what am I?  What use has my life? 


  I am but a body whose heart's torn away

    A vain shadow, an object of misery

    Who has nothing left but death-in-life.

    O my enemies, set your envy all aside;

    I have no more eagerness for high domain;

    I have borne too long the burden of my pain

    To see your anger swiftly satisfied. 

    And you, my friends who have loved me so true,

    Remember, lacking health and heart and peace,

    There is nothing worthwhile that I can do;

    Ask only that my misery should cease

    And that, being punished in a world like this,

    I have my portion of eternal bliss."




One wonders if she would have gone to the scaffold so willingly if she had known what history would do to her once she was dead.  Mary Stewart is perhaps history's most controversial, hotly-debated figure.  For centuries, her biographers have ranged themselves into two teams--her "defenders" and her "attackers."  After reading the works from both sides, it is difficult to say which camp is more insulting to her.  While her "attackers" paint her as an adulteress who helped her lover murder her husband, as a political schemer, a personal intriguer, they also give her unstinted credit for intelligence, wit, will, and high courage.  Her "defenders," on the other hand, may depict her as innocent of all charges, but in the process, they manage to damn her with what she herself would doubtlessly have seen as far more insulting charges.  They see her as a weak, helpless, eternally gullible, almost childlike half-wit.  These biographers exonerate her of any political schemings by intimating she was too empty-headed to even have any, of murdering Darnley either because of her supposed gentleness and sentimentality towards the consort who had done everything in his power to destroy her both personally and politically, or simply that she was too obtuse to know anything of what was going on around her, of adultery because she was the sort of woman who could love a Darnley, but never a Bothwell, and of her marriage to the latter by asserting that she was too spineless and stupid to resist his evil, unwelcome advances. 

Algernon Swinburne addressed such perverse “tributes” in his "Adieux de Marie Stuart," a dismissal of all the Antonia Frasers who seek to praise Mary by burying her:


 
    "Strange love they have given you, love disloyal,

    Who mock with praise your name,

    To leave a head so rare and royal

    Too low for praise or blame.

    You could not love or hate, they tell us,

    You had no sense nor sting 

    In God's name, then, what plague befell us

    To fight for such a thing?

    'Some faults the gods will give,' to fetter

    Man's highest intent:

    But surely you were something better

    Than innocent!"

  
  



Aside from Mary, the chief victim of her execution was William Davison, Elizabeth's secretary.  As Paulet had sensed, Elizabeth would need someone other than herself to blame for Mary's end, and Davison proved to be her target.  When she learned the sentence had been carried out, Elizabeth flew into a terrifying rage at everyone   around her, insisting that a most horrible trick had been played on her, that, of course, she had not meant for the death warrant to be delivered!  Never, never, never, she cried hysterically, did she wish Mary dead!  (Before long, she seems to have actually convinced herself of this.)  Mary's blood, she wailed, was all on Davison‘s hands.  He knew perfectly well, she insisted, that she had wished him to hold the warrant in safe-keeping, not send it!  Everyone else was too relieved not to be the target of her wrath to argue.  Davison was imprisoned, hit with an astronomical fine, and his career left in permanent ruin.  (And, at that, he was fortunate--Elizabeth had looked into the possibility of having him hanged.)  It was always difficult to say whom Elizabeth treated worse, her enemies or her friends. 

After Mary was dead, her clothes and all the personal possessions that she carried with her to the scaffold, along with the blood-soaked block used in the execution, were immediately burned, for fear they might be salvaged and turned into Catholic relics.  After she was embalmed, her organs, including her heart, were removed and buried secretly somewhere near Fotheringay, for the same reason.  As Elizabeth had given no instructions for Mary's burial, her body was stored in a chamber in Fotheringay until August, when she was buried at Peterborough Cathedral (by the rites of the Anglican Church, with the Bishop of Lincoln delivering a sermon that piously declared that "we must hope well for her salvation; for, as Father Luther was wont to say, 'many a one that liveth a Papist, dieth a Protestant,'")20 near Catherine of Aragon--another Catholic Queen who came to a bad end at the hands of the Tudors.  Twenty-five years later, after he had become King of England, James had Mary's coffin brought to London and buried in Westminster Abbey, near Elizabeth and the Countess of Lennox, who died in 1578.  On one side of Mary's tomb is that of the woman who kept her imprisoned for nineteen years and then beheaded her.  On the other is the monument of the mother of Darnley, the man who, probably more than any one person, had destroyed her life. 

Lady Lennox had had a memorial painting commissioned soon after Darnley's assassination.  It depicts her dead son lying in state, with his parents and baby James kneeling by the corpse, praying for God's justice to strike down the murderers.  An inset in the painting depicts Mary being led into the Lords' custody at Carberry Hill, leading the viewer to come to obvious conclusions.  This is Mary's company through eternity.  It is hard to say whether this arrangement was James' form of vengeance--on all three of the women--or if it was just him showing a macabre sense of humor. 

Mary died without publicly solving any of the myriad mysteries about her life, any of the questions still argued today:  Why did she marry Darnley?  Why did she marry Bothwell?  What was the truth about her relations with Chastelard and Rizzio?  What did she know about the Darnley murder, the Ridolfi plot?  What became of her pregnancy by Bothwell?  Did she conspire against Elizabeth?  Was she a Catholic fanatic or a Protestant dupe?  Did she write the Casket Letters?  Did she write the Babington letters?  And, finally, most central of all...who, exactly, was this peculiar man who succeeded her; this misfit who became King James VI of Scotland and then James I of England? 

Perhaps she actually did, in the end, answer at least some of the riddles.  We are told that, after her papers at Chartley were searched, one document was never made public.  We know only that it was a will or testament of some sort, disinheriting James, and containing, in the words of one historian, "strange and ominous matter":21 A paper, formally recording what she wished to leave behind her for posterity's knowledge. 

We will never know the exact contents of this document.  All we are told is that this obviously very important, very personal, paper written by Mary was immediately brought to Elizabeth herself, for her private inspection. 

Elizabeth read this document over very carefully.  And then burned it.22
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Elizabeth lived on for sixteen more years, dying at the age of sixty-nine in 1603.  Her final years were, in their way, even more dreary than Mary's.  The Scots Queen, whatever her other problems, seems to have achieved an inner peace and strong sense of self that was always to elude her supposedly more successful and worthy rival. 

Elizabeth scored her last PR triumph from the victory over the Spanish Armada in 1588.  (Although, it could be argued this achievement owed more thanks to bad weather and Philip's military ineptitude than to the English and their parsimonious, overly cautious, decidedly unmilitant Queen.) 

The rest of her reign was pure anti-climax.  After William Cecil's death in 1598, there was no ruler of his caliber to replace him.  His successor, his son Robert, a charmless, hunchbacked, cold-blooded wheeler-dealer (he may have been the model for Shakespeare's Richard III,) was a clever politician, but no statesman.  England fell into an economic and political slump, plagued by high taxes, high unemployment, a succession of bad harvests, and inflation.  Widespread rioting, mounting religious tensions, and a skyrocketing crime rate soon followed, and Elizabeth became increasingly unpopular. 

The Queen herself grew steadily more imperious, crotchety, and wearisome.  She never truly recovered from the melancholy that settled over her after Mary's execution.  She seems, in a peculiar sort of way, to have almost missed the old rival whose presence had dominated her life for so many years.   Her kinsman Robert Carey described a dolorous interview he had with Elizabeth shortly before she died, where his Queen "discoursed to me of her indisposition, and that her heart had been sad and heavy for ten or twelve days...I was grieved, at the first, to see her in this plight, for in all my lifetime before I never saw her fetch a sigh, but when the Queen of Scots was beheaded.  Then, upon my knowledge, she shed many sighs and tears, manifesting her innocence that she never gave consent to the death of that Queen..."1 "I am tied with a chain of iron around my neck.  I am tied, I am tied, and the case is altered with me," she moaned.2 

Elizabeth's death was not an easy one.  It was due more to her own lack of will to live than anything else, although she constantly wore a talisman given to her by an old Welsh woman, which, she was told, would ensure she would live forever.  To what extent her depression came from the witchcraft being directed against her cannot be said.  A portrait symbolizing Elizabeth was found under one of her chairs with a dagger stuck through it, thoroughly frightening her ladies.  No one knows who was behind this, or why, but it must have had a destructive psychological effect.  John Dee, after casting her horoscope, warned her away from her usual palace of Whitehall, and she fled to Richmond, near Dee's occult laboratory. 

At the end, she refused to go to bed at all, snapping that "If you saw such things in your bed as I do in mine, you would not urge it!"3 One night, the poor tormented woman saw a vision of herself engulfed in flames.  Perhaps such memories as Mary's words, written in a letter to her in 1582, haunted her conscience, reminding her that Mary was well aware of Elizabeth's treachery.  "By the agents, spies, and secret messengers," Mary declared, "sent in your name into Scotland, while I was there, my subjects were corrupted and encouraged to rebel against me...and in short to speak, do, enterprise and execute that which has come to the said country during my troubles.  Of which I will not specify other proof, than that which I have gained of it by the confession of one [Morton] who was afterwards amongst those that were most advanced for this good service..."4 

Elizabeth began refusing food and drink. 

Finally, she collapsed and was brought to the bed she had so feared.  She declined, right to the end, to name her successor, even though her ministers had privately resolved that the inevitable choice was James of Scotland.  Whether her refusal was due to sheer obstinacy or her awareness of James' parentage is anyone's guess. 

Once Elizabeth had breathed her last--or even before--courtiers sycophantically looked to Scotland, eager to ingratiate themselves with their new sovereign. 

James was thirty-six.  He was a dark, extremely homely, ungainly man of no more than average height.  He bore not the slightest resemblance to the two blonde, pale-skinned, athletic, exceptionally tall people who were his purported parents. 

His bizarre upbringing had inevitably warped his character.  He had spent his entire life as a chesspiece.  He was King when he was a year old.  He grew up as the focus of a civil war, witnessing one brutal political murder after another.  He had no family ties whatsoever.  His tutor throughout his childhood was George Buchanan, a harsh, disparaging figure who terrified the emotionally vulnerable boy.  He had few real male friends, and hardly any contact with women at all.  About the only personal attention he ever received was to have his head crammed with book learning and Calvinistic piety of the most hell-fire sort.  Overshadowing all this, of course, were his fears and insecurities about his parentage, an inner torment that, it was said, frequently brought him to tears.  He knew very well that many people believed he was not Darnley's son, and it is obvious that, at some point, he realized he was not even Mary's. 

To no surprise at all, James grew up to be intensely paranoid and fearful, lonely, socially inept, charmless, gauche, misogynistic, pedantic, mawkishly self-pitying, and, above all, obsessed with his own sense of kingship.  He took the concept of "the divine right of Kings" that Mary had held, and turned it practically into a secular religion, forcing everyone around him to acknowledge his kingship by virtually ordering them to think of him as God's literal representative on Earth.  (An obnoxious attitude that helped  lead to the overthrow and execution of his son, Charles I.)  This was a classic example of "protesting too much." 

His Queen, Anne, and his eldest son and heir, Prince Henry, both despised James and sought to undermine him at every opportunity.  After Henry's sudden death in 1612, Anne even made the anguished declaration that he had been poisoned by certain friends of her husband. His domestic life clearly left something to be desired. 

Since he survived it, James’ reign in Scotland was considered a success.  As King of England, his chief accomplishment was to help make the Jacobean court one of the most sordid and disgraceful in British history. 

His English reign was noted for three things:  the production of what became known as the "King James Bible," that bizarre alleged attempt to blow up Parliament known as the "Gunpowder Plot," and the strange murder of Sir Thomas Overbury. 

Overbury was a courtier who had alienated both the King and his current favorite, a young Scotsman named Robert Kerr, Earl of Somerset.  He was imprisoned in the Tower, and, apparently on the instigation of Somerset's wife, Frances Howard, was soon poisoned there.  It was widely believed the King was implicated in the murder, as well. 

Many underlings were executed for the murder, but the two principals, Lord and Lady Somerset, were convicted, only to be mysteriously spared by the King. 

Somerset's trial was noted for one strange quality in particular:  As Somerset had, earlier, been throwing about dark hints that he knew something highly interesting about the King, James gave orders that, throughout his trial, Somerset be flanked by two burly men, ready to muffle his head and haul him out of the courthouse if he showed any signs of trying to speak out of turn.  It is a fact that James was deeply terrified of whatever it was Somerset could reveal to the world about him. 

What, precisely, this secret was is a mystery that has always puzzled historians.  James' homosexuality, the suspicious death of his son Henry, or his possible involvement in Overbury's murder have all been named as possible answers.  None of these suggestions has much merit, for the simple reason that they were no secrets.  Everyone at court knew of James‘ partiality for male “favorites,” his own wife had accused Somerset of poisoning Henry, with, it was clearly implied, the father's blessing, many assumed that James was involved in Overbury's death--and nobody cared!  Any allegations Somerset might make on any of these matters would just be one more drop in a very full bucket.  Certainly, they were nothing to inspire the mortal dread of Somerset's possible revelations James displayed. 

Somerset's family, the Kerrs, was a prominent Scottish clan, and many of them had been Lennox partisans.  (A Kerr had been one of Rizzio's murderers.)  Were they in on the truth about James' parentage, and was it this that Somerset was using to blackmail James into pardoning him?  No one can say for certain, but this is the only theory that can satisfactorily explain the nervous panic James displayed.  That would, indeed be about the only thing capable of shaking up a place as degenerate as the Jacobean court--to learn that their King was, in fact, no real King at all. 

The Stewart dynasty came to the throne through marriage to Marjory, the daughter of King Robert Bruce.  When the dying James V heard the news of his daughter‘s birth, he supposedly groaned, "The devil take it!  It came with a lass, it will go out with a lass."  Was this a prophecy by a dying man, or a later broad hint, invented by someone who knew the truth? 

Whatever Somerset may have been capable of revealing, James was able to make it worth his while to keep it to himself.  The monarch outlasted the Overbury scandal to die at the age of fifty-eight, in 1625, unmourned by all.  James is believed to have died either of chronic kidney disease (from which he had suffered for many years,) complicated by malaria, or a stroke, but the historian Hugh Ross Williamson made an interesting, and fairly credible, case that he had been poisoned by his last favorite, the Duke of Buckingham.5 Somehow, it seems a fitting end to the life of this odd, tormented monarch, the man who was never meant to be King. 



A postscript: With the exception of Oliver Cromwell's Protectorate, the dynasty founded by James remained on the English throne until the death of the childless Queen Anne in 1714.  The throne was passed to the first Hanoverian King, the German George I, whose mother had been a granddaughter of James I.  (By this time, a rule had been enacted, which lasted until 1948, that decreed a high government official must be present at all Royal births, to certify that the newborn was a true member of the Royal family--which strikes one as too little, too late.)  Through George, of course, came the current occupants of the throne, the House of Windsor. 

Countless biographies of Mary Stewart end by proclaiming her ultimate triumph, achieved through each succeeding generation which placed monarchs on the thrones of Europe’s grandest nations, thereby bestowing on Mary’s descendants the power she herself was unable to achieve.  What is overlooked in these panegyrics is the desire Mary expressed before her judicial murder to see James deprived of her royal legacy; even if he had been her son, she disavowed and disinherited the man who had betrayed her.  Mary’s final wish to secure her rights to the English crown for Philip of Spain was denied.  Even in death, fate withheld from Mary the victory she deserved. 

As they are both buried in Westminster Abbey, the hypothesis that Mary and James were not mother and son can easily be proved or disproved through modern scientific testing, if the Abbey hierarchy were willing to allow their remains to be examined.  This, however, is unlikely.  The Abbey has the unique designation of  a "Royal Peculiar."  It is under the direct control of the Crown, and the Queen has shown herself to be distinctly antagonistic to research of this sort.  (Not in general--she has recently approved of the exhumation of two of the relatives of her predecessor, Queen Victoria--just not of anyone buried in the Abbey.) 

In 1999, a British television crew made a documentary about "The Princes in the Tower," the two boys supposedly murdered by their uncle, Richard III.  The production crew asked for permission to exhume the urn in the Abbey that contains bones reputed to be that of the boys, so DNA testing could be done to try and ascertain their true identity.  This request--like all previous requests to examine the bones--was refused by the Queen. 

Her spokespeople explained this denial by stating that "the Queen felt that a precedent might be set, leading to disinterment of other figures from history."6 

To what "other figures from history" was the Queen referring?  Obviously, other royals buried in the Abbey.  Why would serious, reputable scientific examination of these "other figures" be so repugnant to the Royal family?  What are they afraid might be found?
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