
2.1 Mary Queen of Scots
Mary Queen of Scots is probably the best 
known figure in Scottish history.  She was 
Queen of Scotland in her own right; briefly 
she was also Queen of France by marriage; 
and she laid claim to the throne of England.  
Her life was divided between the three 
countries.

Early years in Scotland
Mary Stuart was born at Linlithgow Palace on 
8 December 1542, daughter of King James V 
of Scotland and his French wife Mary of Guise.  
Six days later her father died, never having 
seen her, and Mary became Queen.  She was 
crowned the following year in the chapel of 
Stirling Castle when only 9 months old, and 
bawled loudly throughout the ceremony.

That same year Mary was betrothed to her cousin Edward, son of Henry VIII of England 
who was seeking union with Scotland.  But the two kingdoms fell out over Scotland’s 
relationship with France, and the betrothal was rejected by the Scottish Parliament.  
Henry attacked Scotland, trying to impose his wish by force in a long campaign known 
as the ‘Rough Wooing’.

The Battle of Pinkie Cleugh in 1547 was a very serious defeat for Scotland.  Afterwards, 
for safety Mary was moved from Stirling Castle to Inchmahome Priory: see page 26.  Her 
mother appealed for help from France, which came to Scotland’s aid.  The English fell 
back, and Mary was moved to Dumbarton Castle.  It was agreed that Mary should be 
betrothed to Francis, the infant son of the French King Henry II, and that she should live 
in France.  She was still only 5 years old.

Stirling Castle from the south
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Upbringing in France
In 1548 Mary travelled from Dumbarton to France with a small entourage, including the 
‘Four Marys’: girls of her own age from prominent noble families.  She lived at the royal 
court, mostly at Château d’Amboise near Tours on the River Loire.  She grew up with her 
future husband Francis and they became great friends.

Mary was considered a pretty child and was also very clever.  She learnt French, Spanish 
and Italian as well as the traditional Latin and Greek, and also studied music, needlework, 
horsemanship and falconry.  She was a devout Roman Catholic and her religious 
education was provided by a Scottish monk from Inchmahome Priory.

In 1558, Mary and Francis were married.  Later that same year the Catholic Queen Mary 
of England died, and her Protestant half-sister Elizabeth became Queen.  Many Catholics 
did not recognise Elizabeth’s right to the throne and thought that it properly belonged 
to her cousin, Mary Queen of Scots.  King Henry II of France seized his chance and 
claimed the English throne on behalf of Mary and Francis.

The following year, 1559, Henry died, Francis became King of France and Mary his Queen 
Consort.  Sadly this partnership didn’t last long, and in late 1560 Frances himself died, 
from an ear infection.  Mary became a widow at the age of only 17.

Return to Scotland
Mary returned to Scotland in 1561 to find it much changed.  The country had undergone 
a religious reformation and was now Protestant.  There was hostility to the devoutly 
Catholic Queen and she was attacked by radical preachers, most famously John Knox. 

Mary reacted wisely by recognising the new church and appointing a Privy Council of 
advisers consisting mostly of Protestants.  She also sought reconciliation with Queen 
Elizabeth of England, but relations remained cool.

During the next five years, Mary travelled widely around her kingdom.  She visited 
many of the places on the Way, including Doune Castle, Stirling Castle, Castle Campbell, 
Struthers Castle, St Andrews (several times) and particularly Falkland Palace, the country 
residence of the Stuart monarchs.

In 1565 Mary married again, to her cousin, Henry, Lord Darnley and in 1566 
a son James was born.  But the marriage was unhappy, and some said 
unkindly that she had married Darnley only because he was one of the 
few men taller than her: she was almost six feet tall (1.80 m).

In 1567 Darnley died in mysterious circumstances, found strangled 
in the garden of their house after a huge explosion.  Mary quickly 
remarried to James Hepburn, Earl of Bothwell, widely believed to be 
Darnley’s murderer.  Mary was in love with Bothwell, saying of him: ‘Albeit 
we found his doings rude, yet were his words and answers gentle’. Earl of Bothwell
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The Scottish nobles turned against them, 
and Mary was imprisoned in the third floor of 
Lochleven Castle tower (1567-8).  There she 
miscarried twins and only a few day later was 
forced to abdicate in favour of her year-old son 
James.  Mary managed to escape from the castle 
disguised as a servant, and raised a small army 
– but it was soon defeated.  She fled to England, 
and sought the protection of Queen Elizabeth.

Exile and death in England
Elizabeth was wary of Mary and saw her as a 
threat because of her previous claim to the 
throne.  She held her in ‘protective custody’ for almost 20 years in a series of castles 
around England.

During this time there were several Catholic attempts to put Mary on the English throne.  
Finally, Mary was implicated in the Babington Plot, possibly invented by the English 
secret services, and put on trial for treason.  She put up a spirited defence but was found 
guilty and sentenced to death by beheading.  She was just 44 years old.

The sentence was carried out at Fotheringhay Castle, Northamptonshire, on 8 February 
1587.  Mary walked to the scaffold in a black cloak, which she removed to reveal she was 
dressed in scarlet, the Catholic colour of martyrdom.  It took two strokes of the axe to 
remove her head.  When the executioner lifted the severed head, it became clear that her 
apparently long, auburn hair was actually short and grey under a wig.

Mary was buried in Peterborough Cathedral although she had asked to be buried 
in France.  In 1612 after her son James had become King of England, her body was 
exhumed and reburied in Westminster Abbey.

Lochleven Castle
Lochleven Castle dates from about 
1300 but there were several earlier 

fortresses here, including a Pictish one built 
about 490 AD.  The island was much smaller 
then: drainage works in 1836 lowered the level 
of the loch considerably.  
The castle has seen many royal visitors, 
including Robert the Bruce, David II, and 
Robert II, but most famously Mary Queen of 
Scots.   
Open daily from April to October, with access 
by regular boat service from Kinross.  For visit 
details, see the Historic Scotland entry on 
page 61.

Lochleven Castle
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