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T
HE most powerful man in England unrolled the 
parchment to reveal the extravagant seal and 
signature of Elizabeth I. The hand of William 
Cecil, Lord Burghley, trembled imperceptibly, 
betraying the momentous nature of the docu-
ment which ordered the death of Mary, Queen 

of Scots. ‘Finally!’ hissed the Secretary of State. His mis-
tress, the queen he served, protected – and manipulated 
– had at last delivered to him the ‘French woman’ he had 
been spinning a web of intrigue to catch since Mary Stu-
art and Elizabeth Tudor were little more than children.

Cecil’s machinations had included defying Elizabeth, inciting 
religious hatred, manufacturing incriminating evidence, funding 
civil war, and conspiring to murder those around the Scottish queen, 
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in order to blacken her name. Cecil’s 
ambition was the downfall of Mary – a 
mission he believed was in the ‘best 
interests’ of his mistress, a monarch 
consumed by doubt whose mind he 
poisoned into believing that she 
and her crown would never be safe 
from her cousin.

When he embarked on the scheme 
to protect her,  England and 
Protestantism from the Catholic 
woman, Elizabeth had yet to ascend 
the throne.

And from that moment, Mary – a 
girl herself and still living in France 
as the young Queen Consort of Fran-
cis II – would not take a step in her 
tragic life without being manipulated 
by the unseen hand of the man 
who has hidden in the shadows 
of history.

Now the Machiavellian statesman 
Cecil has been revealed as the most 
influential figure in the turbulent 
history of 16th-century Scotland and 
England, in a new book by historian 
Robert Stedall.

‘When you examine the evidence, 
Cecil emerges as Mary’s nemesis,’ 
says Mr Stedall, who believes we 
need to paint new portraits of 
Mary and Elizabeth – as two naive 
women who were manipulated by the 
same man.

‘Cecil was not driven by ambition. 
He acted in what he believed to be 
the best interests of his religion, the 
nation and a queen who was actually 
in favour of being succeeded by Mary 
– something that would have been 
anathema to him.

‘But because of him, we have been 
presented with images of the two 
women – particularly Mary – which 
we should now challenge.’

Two distinct portraits of Mary have 
emerged from history. She is either 
the romantic paragon, a martyr to 
her Catholic faith – or a shameless 
whore who conspired to murder her 
husband, Lord Darnley, and then 
marry his killer James Hepburn, the 
Earl of Bothwell.

But Mr Stedall now insists: ‘Given 
Cecil’s influence behind the scenes, 
neither portrait is plausible.’

The stereotypical image of Eliza-
beth is less shaded in grey – vicious 
and vindictive, the ‘illegitimate’ 
daughter of Henry VIII, who killed 
her cousin because she secretly 
believed that her crown rightfully 
belonged to Mary, the granddaughter 
of her father’s sister, Margaret 
Tudor.

‘But in fact she was perfectly willing 
to make Mary her heir,’  says 
Mr Stedall. ‘It was only by the time 
Mary fled Scotland for England – 
surrounded by Cecil’s propaganda – 
that Elizabeth was persuaded Mary 
was unsuitable.’
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L I Z A B E T H  h a d  b e e n 
protected by Cecil for most 
of her life. She described him 
as ‘my spirit’, regarded him 
as a father figure and trusted 

him implicitly. She was putty in his 
hands – as was Mary, who did not 
realise that Cecil was pulling the 
strings even before she returned to 
Scotland from France, following the 
untimely death of Francis. 

‘In fact, Cecil orchestrated her 
return,’ says Mr Stedall. ‘He wanted 
her to be free of the Guise dynasty, 
her mother’s ultra-powerful, Catholic 
family.’

Mary was born in 1542, only days 
before the death of her father James 
V. The infant was crowned Queen 
Regnant and the realm passed into 
the control of her mother, Mary of 
Guise. Scotland was about to be 
gripped by the Reformation and the 
seeds of political and social discon-
tent were being sown. Mary was five 

when she was sent to the Court of 
France and eventually married the 
sickly Francis in 1559. Within a year 
she was widowed and, in 1561, she 
returned to Scotland to find a cold, 
Protestant nation that had no love 
for a ‘French’ Catholic.

Her return was engineered by Cecil, 
who conspired with Mary’s powerful 
half-brother Lord James Stewart, the 
Earl of Moray and the illegitimate 
son of James V.
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R Stedall says: ‘Cecil 
wanted Mary away 
from the influence of 
her powerful relatives 
and he courted Moray, 

believing he could persuade Mary to 
convert to the reformed faith. But 
first he had to break the power of 
Regent Mary.’

Cecil financed Moray in a military 
campaign against Mary of Guise. 
Stedall adds: ‘Cecil could never 
support Mary as a Catholic – or a 
member of the Guise family gaining 
the English throne, despite Mary’s 
unquestioned dynastic claim. 
Elizabeth was in favour of the correct 
dynastic succession but Cecil blocked 
his queen’s attempt to name Mary 
as heir.’

Now, with Mary back in Scotland, 
the wily statesman had to prevent 
her marrying a powerful and Catholic 
European head of state. Cecil blocked 
Elizabeth’s attempt to marry Mary to 
one of her favourites – Lord Robert 
Dudley, the Earl of Leicester.

Mr Stedall says: ‘Cecil went for a 
delaying tactic by sending Henry, 
Lord Darnley, to Scotland. Cecil did 
not believe for a second that the idi-
otic second in line to the English 
throne would find favour with Mary. 
He was an appalling man, a bisexual 
drunkard who had a dreadful 
reputation.’

But the plan backfired. Mary, a stat-
uesque beauty at 5ft 11in, was capti-
vated by her ‘fantasy of a man’. In 
fact, says Mr Stedall: ‘Mary “fancied” 
him. She was powerfully, sexually 
attracted to him and they must have 
made quite a couple. He was 6ft 2in 
and they towered over everyone.’

After they married, Cecil changed 
tactics, encouraging Moray to rebel 
against Mary and Darnley – but 
Moray lacked the military muscle.

Meanwhile, Mary was soon preg-
nant with the future James VI 
who, as James I, would unify the 
thistle and the rose by becoming 

Wronged: Mary, Queen of Scots

Doctor suspended 
over £700-a- month 
overpayment claim
A Doctor who dishonestly took 
extra pay from her employers 
and wrote prescriptions for 
herself and her family has been 
suspended for a year.

Victoria Waugh knew she was 
paid £700 a month more than she 
was entitled to but kept quiet.

Dr Waugh, who worked as a GP 
at Elmbank Medical Practice in 
Aberdeen, received an extra 
£5,600 as a result. 

She also wrote six prescriptions 
for herself, three for her husband 
and one for her son.

the General Medical council 
brought seven charges, including 
that she ‘dishonestly received’ 
pay to which she was not enti-
tled. Dr Waugh denied knowing 

she was being paid for 70 per 
cent of a full-time week while 
working 50 per cent, but this was 
found proved by the Medical 
Practitioners tribunal Service.

the hearing, in Manchester, was 
told that Dr Waugh’s eight false 
pay claims went on between 
March and November 2009.

Panel chairman Neil Sykes told 
Dr Waugh: ‘You told the Panel you 
were unaware of the change in 
pay because you had not looked 
at your payslip nor your bank 
account. the Panel does not find 
this evidence credible.

‘‘Your actions have been below 
the standard expected of a doc-

tor and are likely to undermine 
the confidence of the public in 
the medical profession.’

Dr Waugh now works at the 
temple Aesthetics clinic in Aber-
deen. Her profile on the cosmet-
ics clinic’s website says: ‘Victoria 
has also worked at Aberdeen 
royal Infirmary in anaesthesia 
and accident and emergency, as 
well as in general practice.’

Dr Waugh was unavailable for 
comment.

By Neil Pooran

Dr Waugh: Prescription claim
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How an English lord behind the scenes pulled the 
strings in a tragedy neither woman wanted, yet   

was deemed essential to protect a nation’s future

Elizabeth I is blamed 
for the death of Mary, 
Queen of Scots. The 

truth is more sinister
King of England after Elizabeth 
died in 1603.

But by the time the baby was 
born, Mary realised she had mar-
ried a monster. The young queen 
turned increasingly to Italian 
secretary David Rizzio, with whom 
she had a platonic relationship. 

But Darnley was too much of 
brute to believe his wife and Rizzio 
were just friends, and he was 
insanely jealous. Seeing this, Cecil 
took advantage.

Mr Stedall says: ‘He was certainly 
involved in a plan to persuade 
Darnley to murder Rizzio. By 
implicating Darnley in murder, 
Mary would be guilty by associa-
tion and could be deposed.’

Darnley took the bait and he and 
a cohort of nobles burst into the 

Queen’s chamber in Edinburgh 
Castle and stabbed Rizzio. The 
horrific incident left Mary not only 
in shock but in an impossible 
position. She could not put Darnley 
on trial, because it would prejudice 
the legitimacy of their son.

Most history books state that in 
revenge for the murder Mary 
conspired with her ‘lover’ Bothwell 
to kill Darnley – who was assassi-
nated at his Edinburgh residence 
at Kirk o’ Field on the evening of 
February 10, 1567. But Mr Stedall 
says: ‘I believe the evidence 
suggests she was not remotely 
involved in the murder.  

‘She had explored the possibility 
of an annulment but, again, that 
would have compromised her son. 
And, in fact, just before Darnley’s 

death, she had resigned herself to 
being reconciled with him.’

The truth was that the ambitious 
Darnley had been becoming more 
and more ‘Catholic’, and had his 
eye on the thrones of Scotland and 
England. This was something Cecil 
could never countenance, and 
Mr Stedall says he and the 
Protestant Scottish nobles were 
behind the killing.

Bothwell, who was utterly loyal 
to Mary and becoming increasingly 
close to her, was enlisted to arrange 
the assassination, although he did 
not participate in the actual 
murder. But Cecil took advantage 
of the situation.  

Stedall says: ‘He began to create 
rumours of a crime of passion 
committed by Bothwell and Mary 

– but these rumours would only be 
plausible if Mary was subsequently 
persuaded to marry him. Mary 
didn’t love Bothwell. In fact, 
she was still infatuated with her 
dead husband.’

But the naive Bothwell was 
subsumed by his own ambition. He 
abducted the Queen and took her 
to Dunbar, in East Lothian. 

Mr Stedall says: ‘It is said she 
was “ravished” but in the 16th cen-
tury this meant “seized” and there 
is no evidence of rape. But Both-
well did persuade her into sex – 
and marriage – which he believed 
would offer them protection.’  

But Cecil launched a powerful 
campaign against them, present-
ing Mary as a whore, says Mr 
Stedall, adding: ‘As soon as she 

had agreed to marriage, the 
Scottish nobility, both Protestant 
and Catholic, turned against her.’

Following an uprising in July 
1567, Mary was imprisoned and 
forced to abdicate. Yet still Queen 
Elizabeth was on her cousin’s side. 
Mr Stedall says: ‘Elizabeth wrote 
to her, commiserating, and declar-
ing that as an anointed queen she 
had been treated appallingly.’

Eventually Elizabeth’s sympathy 
emboldened Mary to leave for 
England and throw herself on the 
mercy of her cousin. But it was the 
beginning of the end.

‘She was naive,’ says Mr Stedall. 
‘Bothwell was loyal and trust- 
worthy, but it was absurd to marry 
him. She lived in an unrealistic 
fantasy. 

‘Until the murder of Darnley, you 
could not lay a blemish on Mary’s 
reputation – she was a thoroughly 
respectable widowed woman who 
had every right to claim the 
English throne, as far as Elizabeth 
was concerned.
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UT with Cecil drip-feed-
ing poison into Eliza-
beth’s ear, she began to 
believe that Mary was 
u n s u i t a b l e  f o r  t h e 

English throne because she had 
murdered Darnley in a crime 
of passion.

‘Cecil was at the heart of 
everything. Throughout it all, he 
can be seen in the background. 
Mary was, to use the modern 
parlance, a fall guy.’

With Mary in captivity in Eng-
land, Cecil continued to scheme 
behind the scenes. Yet while Eliza-
beth was willing to incarcerate her 
cousin – for a period of nearly 19 
years – she refused to consider 
condemning Mary to death. She 
could only be persuaded to do so 
after Cecil found ‘evidence’ that 
the Scottish queen was conspiring 
to escape, murder Elizabeth, and 
take her crown.

‘Where are all the records of 
Mary’s “guilt”?’ says Mr Stedall. 
‘Strangely, they are to be found 
among Cecil’s papers.’

Thanks to his machinations, Eliz-
abeth was at last convinced Mary 
was a traitor. The Queen of Scots 
was arrested and tried in 1586, 
found guilty and condemned.

Elizabeth reluctantly signed the 
death warrant but refused to allow 
the sentence to be carried out. The 
thought of executing a crowned 
sovereign terrified her still. But 
Cecil defied his monarch yet again 
– and, in February 1587, Mary was 
beheaded at Fotheringhay Castle 
in Northamptonshire.

When Elizabeth learned of Mary’s 
death she was incandescent with 
rage – but she had trusted Cecil all 
her life, and eventually forgave 
him.

Cecil’s mission had been accom-
plished and he lived for another 11 
years, secure in his belief that the 
nation, his faith and his mistress 
had been saved by blocking Mary 
Stuart’s way to the throne – an 
honour reserved for her Protestant 
son James, who was proclaimed 
King of England five years later.

l The Challenge to the Crown, 
Volume I: The Struggle for Influ-
ence in the Reign of Mary Queen of 
Scots 1542-1567, by Robert Stedall, 
Book Guild, £17.99

Arch-manipulator: William Cecil, 
Lord Burghley, called the shots 
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