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The following, to some extent incomplete and unfinished sketches of “Old Castles,” were written three or four years ago, and one of them appeared in the Border Magazine, for which the sketch of Carlisle Castle was also written, but owing to the failure of the magazine it did not appear. It was afterwards printed in two consecutive numbers of the Carlisle Express, and some who saw it there for the first time were kind enough to say that it deserved a better place–that it was a mistake to allow it to appear in a newspaper at all. Feeling that there was some truth in these remarks, the author concluded to reprint the whole of them in the more permanent and more availabe form of a book, which while it may perhaps serve as a handbook to strangers and others, may at the same time perhaps serve also to enlarge to some small extent the general appreciation of places whose eventful histories comprehend so much of the general history of the past, and which ought as a result to be sources of interest and instruction to the localities in which they stand.



M. S.





Carlisle,
March 31, 1868.
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[image: C]AREL! O canny Carel of the past,

How sweetly flow the streams that bound thee round:

The Eden fair, upon whose waves are cast

Thy oft repeated chimes–a pleasant sound

To the worn wanderer on its rock-bound sides;

And, east and west, its affluents, whose soft tides,

Flow where they will, are still with beauty crowned.

And every beck and little streamlet found,

Or far or near thy fell-bound precincts round,

Has something more, a something quite apart

From every other streamlet, the great heart

Of Nature, in her freest fairest moods,

Throbs in their flow, and fills their solitudes.

Beauteous for ever! Time on them has laid

No trace of age or change; they brightly fall

As glide the seasons, either swift or staid.

As when the Roman cohorts fierce and tall

First made these valleys ring with Latian sounds.

And everywhere about them still abounds

Their virgin Beauty, by the years unspoiled.

Art’s modern wonder, which no more astounds,

(Showing the heights to which the world has toiled,)



 ​
But adding grace to grace, and charm to charm,

Its viaducts most rare across them spanned,

And linking field to field, and farm to farm–

The ornaments of all the pleasant land–

But heightening what at first they seemed to harm,

Beauty with beauty still delighting well.
But thou hast more, O Carlisle, than thy streams!

Thy castled heights crown many a charming rood,

Renowned in olden story; field and fell,

Through many a league of gracious solitude,

Where yet perchance some genuine bard still dreams,

Bearing sure witness to the ancient feud

Of Scot and Briton, and the Roman strength

That interposed between them, and subdued

The vagrant Pict to British force at length.

And age by age the gathering centuries round,

Thy history’s written still upon the ground,

Which compasses thee around, or far or near,

The travelled wanderer catching something here

To-day, if skilful, of the ancient sound,

Of the fierce strife of Saxon and of Gael,

Which through long centuries kept thee desolate.

And intermixed with these of far off date,

Wrought in with antique zeal, flows many a tale

Of Dane and Druid, and the famous state

In which King Arthur kept his Yule feast here.

Nor is there wanting in the grammary

Of that far age, the names of holier fame,

Or tales of purer import; where we dwell

Within these walls, the holy Cuthbert came,

The guest of Egfrid, visiting the well–

True relic of the times–the Romans made;
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And Ermengard, his friend and faithful aid,

The wife of Egfrid, here wrought piously,

Herself and sister–names which through the shade

Of many storms and centuries still run free.
And, all about, tradition decks thee out,

This castled county, rich in antique lore,

Bearing on all its face the land about

Strange tales of wonder of the times of yore.

Here may be heard sublimely from the past

The voices old of heroes and of kings–

The Bruce and Wallace, and, not least, though last,

Cromwell, who caught their spirit, and who flings

An air of health o’er British rule to-day.

And, joined with these their fellows in the fray,

Circling thy walls to-day the echo rings

Of Norman and Plantagenet, and the array

Of armies vast, whom Scotia’s Bard still sings,

Though he, with his immortal Marmion,

A traveller here, long since has passed away.

Nor must we quite forget the lady fair

Who hither came a queen without a crown

The royal Mary, yet most desolate;

Her hopes from their high altitude cast down,

And burd’ning all her spirit with the weight

Such ruin brings, of wild tumultuous care.

Her name is linked to thine, O Carlisle, still

Linked with thy ancient walls, thy castle old;

Linked with thy bounds from far, o’er vale and hill,

Piercing their deeps and distance manifold,

Her vision wandered; Caledonia wild,

Home of her heart, her childhood’s airy nest,

Winning her bosom soft, by pride beguiled,
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To longings once again for its true rest,

To thoughts of peace, perchance by crowns unspoiled.

She was thy captive sad, this lady fair,

And thou hadst many captives in those days,

Noteless and notable; thy dungeons old,

Close cavern’d in from all the sun’s sweet rays,

And all devoid of lightest breath of air,

Have borne upon their basements dank and cold

The wearying form of many a child of care.
Here came the Jacobite still unsubdued,

A patriot brave, and all devoid of fear,

His heart still rising, neither chain nor cell

His hopes despoiling; long the terror here

Of all this Border Country, his old feud

Oft ending in vast file on Gallows Hill,

As did the brave McDonald, long renowned

As the McIvor of the Scottish tale.

And in these times, and often with these found,

Nor short of them in resolution hale,

Was the moss trooper–brigand most profound,

Yet something more than brigand all the while.

His was the feud of races; clan with clan–

Stern hater of the British name and isle.

His mode of action still the good old plan,

That they should take who have the greatest power,

And they who can should keep–a rule which wrought

Full often his own ruin; hour by hour

O’er field and fell and moorland waste and wild

The war note rising, and the blood-hounds’ yell.

Such were the means the troubled country sought

To capture him; and often he was brought

In chainéd bands, to die in durance here;
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Or, standing through slow months, from earth exiled,

At last to perish on some gibbet near.
Sad were those times for thee, O Carlisle, then

Thy battlements and towers and gates all o’er

Were clothed with blanching skulls and features fair,

Distorted by the halter, fixed as when

Death did his solemn deed, were left to glare

On the meek face of all thy unstained life.

Yet with this rigour stern thou hadst no rest,

Still were thy gates the scenes of martial strife,

Nor didst thou prosper; war is still unblest;

Its crown is still a ruin, and its knife

Is still insatiate, moving in death’s sphere

A track of desolation. Many a tear

Has orphaned sorrow, blasted by its fate,

Shed in thy walls; and weeping women here,

Spared by its doom, left lorn and desolate,

Have sunk insensibly to early death

(Of love deprived, seeking no other mate);

And age, bereft by it, its straitened breath

Has here drawn all alone uncomforted.

Such are war’s tragic fortunes; and more drear,

Could the great past arise, and, through its dead,

Tell all the horrid tale, would they appear.

Here in thy gates of eld, war’s fiery sphere,

Have horrors dread been done, to shock the light,

And make the stars recoil the living day,

Polluted by them, and the holy night

By them all seared and tortured with mad fear.

Think for one instant of the frightful deed

Ohanging twelve fair boys in open day,

In one dread cluster, without stain or crime,
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Because their sires, perchance by some foul play,

Had failed to ransom them in their sore need

As their own hostages, at the just time.

Or think again of some fair lady’s form,

With hands all jewelled, and soft silken tire,

Enclosed in mortar, while the young blood warm,

Wandered within it, and its eyes’ pure fire

Still kept its native lustre unbedimmed.

These things are sad; but here, as though o’er-brimmed,

Just at their verge two nations’ wrath run o’er,

And cruelty ran riot, centring all its strength

Upon this city’s borders, till at length

Change soothed time’s temper, and, from shore to shore,

The twain became one kingdom, never more

To rage together, but henceforth to be

Helpers together in the world’s great fight

For peace, for freedom, and for amity;

And, above all, for progress, and the right

Man claims of man, has in his nature free

To use the privileges and gifts of light.
Such is thy past, O Carlisle, yet things fair,

Brave Seeds, and noble, large enduring life

Have been its firm attendants; wise and well,

Heroic still through all that age long strife,

Thy sires have borne them and this Border air

With all that nature owns of rare most rife,

Has borne upon its currents the sweet swell

Of Piety calm hearted, and of prayer,

And sweet domestic kindness. “Belted Will,”

The best known name of all of Border fame,

Was a most tender lover, where his heart

Had tender dues and duties to fulfil,
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