
James Melville 1556 – 20.01.1614 

 

Born just outside Montrose in 1556, James Melville was the nephew of Andrew 

Melville, the man who could lay claim to founding the Church of Scotland.  Seen as 

a rising star in the Church, James followed his uncle into teaching, first at Glasgow 

and then, from 1580, at St Andrews University.  However, it was not necessarily a 

beneficial relationship as, caught up in the the struggles of the church at the time, 

both were exiled.  After two years in England he was allowed to return and became 

minister of Abercrombie, Pittenweem, Anstruther and Kilrenny in July 1586. 

As an enthusiastic diarist, James Melville recorded a compelling testimony of his life 

and times which included one of the more exciting events of the town. 

On 26 November 1588, as the Spanish Armada disintegrated off the coast of 

England, and fears of Spanish invasion were rife in Scotland, the citizens of Anstruther 

awoke one morning to find a strange ship, barely afloat, in the harbour.  The citizens 

became even more alarmed when they were able to ascertain that it held the crew 

of the Spanish ship El Gran Grifon which had been wrecked off Fair Isle in 

September.  The sailors were described as, ‘for the most part young beardless men’. 

 El Gran Grifon 



The leading town officials approached Melville for advice on how this should be 

dealt with.  Melville announced that although the sailors were Catholic, the 

townsfolk should demonstrate the purity of their own religion by treating the invaders 

with hospitality.  This duly happened, and the sailors were treated to “kale, pottage 

and fish” while their repatriation to Spanish Flanders was negotiated.  Indeed, such 

was the warmth of the hospitality they received, Captain Don Juan Gomez is said to 

have presented his own sea chest to Melville as a token of thanks. 

In an interesting postscript, the chief Spanish Admiral, Juan Gomez de Medina, 

discovered that an Anstruther vessel had been impounded by the Spanish 

authorities in Calais.  Juan Gomez interceded on their behalf and passed on his 

regards to the Minister, Laird and townsfolk of Anstruther.  

James Melville commissioned his new manse shortly after the Spanish left and, once 

complete, the Spanish chest was installed above the door in the Tower Room 

overlooking the sea.  Melville also secured the agreement of the Lairds of Anstruther 

and Kilrenny to build a church to serve Anstruther Easter.  It was opened in 1634, 20 

years after his death. 

King James VI and I offered him a bishopric in 1606 but his strong support of 

Presbyterianism caused him to decline.  After being put on trial over trumped up 

fraud charges Melville was exiled once more for his continued opposition to the 

imposition of Bishops in Scotland.  He died at Berwick upon Tweed on 20 January 

1614. 


