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Throne for a Loop

By Terri Haag

One thing Scotland has plenty of is stones.  Also scones.  The stones are pronounced "stoons" and the scones are pronounced "scoons."  Despite those "t" and "c" sounds, it's sometimes hard to tell the difference.  Even with the raisins.

But this article isn't about hard round biscuit things you eat with whipped cream and strawberry jam at tea.  It's only indirectly about an Abbey also called Scone.  It's about a great historical lapidary oddity called The Stone of Destiny, a rather grandiose title for what turns out to be a somewhat less-than-grandiose chunk of rough-hewn pinkish sandstone with some rusty iron rings in the sides reputed to be the throne (throon) of the kings of Scotland since time more or less immemorial.   

Nevertheless, and for all the Stone of Destiny's sweeping name and the fact that it is considered to be one of the crown jewels of Scotland and is kept behind glass and under continuous guard in the castle at Edinburgh along with the Scottish crown (croon) and scepter of the realm, it still looks to the untutored observer like a, well... joke, actually.

Which it may well be.  

But to fully appreciate the story of the Stone of Destiny, one has to haul out 

one's Brave Heart video and sit through the whole stirring, two-part saga of Mel Gibson saving Scotland from the English, before the English get Scotland right back again in the historical 

equivalent of about 6 minutes.  Alternatively, one has to read history books about the tumultuous political situation in Scotland and England at the end of the 13th and the beginning of the 14th Centuries.  The latter will no doubt present a more accurate rendition of facts, but one without the decided advantage of watching Mel run swashing and buckling around, stripped to the waist and painted blue.  

Basically, King Edward the First, Plantagenet, anointed king of England, Lord Supreme of Ireland, Aquitane, conqueror of Wales, self-proclaimed king of Scotland, a.k.a. Edward Longshanks, a.k.a. the Hammer of the Scots, was busy subjugating the people of England, Ireland, Cornwall, Wales, France and especially Scotland, by way of treachery, double-dealing and some really world-class brutality.  

Besides invading, attacking, burning, looting and general pillaging, in 1296 Longshanks impressed the Scottish people (and, might I say, the rest of us as well) with various kingly acts such as setting his merry troops to the task of the wholesale slaughter of every living man, woman, child and infant in the thriving Scottish border town of Berwick-Upon-Tweed, to the tune of some 17,000 massacred in one day.   

That happy task done, he then went on to rampage around the center of Scotland, burning castles, putting all and sundry to the sword, and stripping the then-king of Scotland, John Balliol (whom he had just put on the throne in the first place), of the royal robes, crown, scepter and ring, as well confiscating Scotland's fragment of the One True Cross, known as St. Margaret's Rood, and sending a force to Scone to remove the throne.  (Or, as we say in Scotlan', Scoon to remove the throon.)  Which is where the Stone of Destiny comes into all of this.

Or maybe where the joke begins.  

It seems there's some controversy over whether the Stone of Destiny currently on display along with the Honours of Scotland is the real thing or a hastily quarried, make-shift substitute designed to fool Edward the First into making off back to England with a worthless slab of the courtyard instead of the real coronation throne of the kings of Scotland.

For instance, in the 1296 inventory of royal jewels, the Stone is described as, "a large stone on which the Kings of Scots sat to be crowned."  And folks, I'm here to tell you that no kingly backside would have willingly endured sitting on the present day Stone, which is why, since its capture by Edward and installment in Westminster Abbey as a symbol of the conquest of Scotland, it has always been encased under a more conventional and convincing chair affair.    

Furthermore, a near-contemporary named Fordun described the Stone as, "a marble chair, sculptured in very fine workmanship by a careful artist" and one Walter of Guisborough, who sounds as though he should know, said of the Stone that it is, "a very large stone, hollowed out and partly fashioned in the form of a round chair."  All of which sounds suspiciously more like the Bishop's Chair at Hexham Abbey than the hunk of rock in the glass case in Edinburgh Castle.

Contrast these descriptions with the one which appears in the official book on the subject, called, The Stone of Destiny, Symbol of Nationhood, by Breeze and Munro, to wit:  "The top surface of the Stone shows evidence for many actions.  Immediately obvious is the rectangle cut into the surface.  This gives the appearance of having been roughly, indeed, hastily, executed."  According to these two authors, the Stone was probably worked by two different persons at once, one more skilled than the other, which is to say one was pretty bad and the other dreadful.  A poor showing of the lapidary arts to be sure, and hard to accept as the coronation throne of generations of proud kings. 

It seems far more likely that, knowing the terrible Edward and his army were on the way, and determined that the ultimate symbol of Scottish nationhood should not fall into his hands, the clergy and officials at Scone hid the real chair and substituted a chunk of quickly prepared red sandstone from the nearby area, in the hopes that Edward would be fooled.  And he was, and they were, and we all still are. 

On the other hand, say the Stone of Destiny supporters, wouldn't the bishops have produced the real thing for the crowning of Robert the Bruce ten years later in 1306, once Edward was gone to his grave and the threat of English domination of Scotland forever rendered null and void...?  And even if the Scots weren't completely sure of their safety from the English under the Hammer's son, Edward the Second, wouldn't the real thing have surfaced by now?

Maybe.  Maybe not.  Scotland, while hardly a big place, still has plenty of hidey-holes capable of concealing one medium-sized stone chair, artistically decorated and polished smooth by lo, those many royal hind ends over the centuries.  That it hasn't been found (or at least hasn't been brought forward) isn't any more surprising than the fact that John Kennedy's brain is still unaccounted for or that a fair number of priceless Old Masters paintings have unaccountably gone missing from museums.  For that matter, I still haven't found the amethyst necklace I hid somewhere in my own house so it wouldn't be stolen while I was on  vacation.    

Kidnapped from Westminster Abbey in 1950 by four Scottish students looking for a more inspiring prank than painting giant footprints up the sides of the chemistry building, the Stone was briefly displayed in Arboath Abbey in Scotland before England once again screwed some Scottish thumbs and the Stone was carted back to Westminster and, rather peevishly, put back on display.  

Finally the Stone of Destiny was generously returned to Scotland "once and for all"  by Her Majesty, Queen Elizabeth the Second, amid great panoply and pomp in 1996, after 700 years as a vivid reminder to all of the English determination to rule everything they could see from the Tower windows and, okay, a little bit beyond.  Thus it is now home once again in Scotland, whence it inspires people all over the world to throw off the yoke of tyranny and declare that, by God, they'll print their own pounds sterling, thanks very much.   

So, until a more convincing chair surfaces, the people of Scotland will just have to pretend to believe that their ancestral kings had tough backsides and poor taste in royal furnishings, the people of England will have to believe that their King Edward and all subsequent kings and queens haven't been gullible dupes, and the rest of us will have to believe that if everyone is going to continue to revere this chunk of rock as the real thing, someone ought to at least give it to Lawrence Stohler for a bit of the royal treatment.

Oh.  And if ever you're wandering some ancient Scottish graveyard late at night and hear a sustained, deep rumbling and something that sounds suspiciously like snorts of rollicking laughter from far beneath your feet, don't be alarmed.  It's just the ghosts of two long-dead Scots lapidarists, having a 700-year long belly laugh... .
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