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Foreword


The remarkable endurance of the ‘Para Handy’ stories, which still attract a wide audience more than ninety years after their first appearance in the Glasgow Evening News, is testified to by the collected stories remaining in print throughout this period. Apart from the continuing popularity of the stories, however, there are two reasons for suggesting that readers will find this volume useful.


Firstly we hope to rehabilitate some of Munro’s literary reputation, once considerable and largely based on his historical novels, but we believe properly owing as much to these shorter pieces.


Along with the reading public’s appetite for the West Highland tales goes a wider celebrity, amounting almost to notoriety, which owes much to the television adaptations of recent years. At any rate the man in the street has an image of Para Handy and a range of quotations and anecdote based on the character or its televised representation even if he has never read the stories. We are unaware of any other collection of Scots comic prose which enjoys such a lasting and secure place in the affections of the public.


Paradoxically, though, Munro’s creation can be termed neglected, since few critics have taken the stories seriously. The only Munro with an entry in Margaret Drabble’s Oxford Companion to English Literature is H. H. Munro (‘Saki’). Furthermore Munro seems to have set the tone for the undervaluing of these stories by his publishing them under the pen-name of ‘Hugh Foulis’.


Secondly, and as importantly, we feel that present-day readers, while relishing the vivid and highly accessible comedy of character and dialogue, will appreciate the stories more fully with an understanding of the background and an explanation of the many specific references to contemporary people and events. These tales have a richly observed setting, rooted in time and place, and the largely vanished Glasgow, Clyde and West Highland world of the Vital Spark needs and deserves describing and illustrating.


The explanatory notes also look at such intriguing questions as: where was Para Handy born; what were his religious views; what did he think of international affairs; what did he do before becoming skipper of the Vital Spark?


Also included are eighteen stories, rescued from the pages of the Glasgow Evening News, which were never included in the three original separate volumes of stories or any of the complete editions published in the last fifty years.


Brian D. Osborne,
Ronald Armstrong,
1992











Para’s World


No one, surely, reads these stories for the social history when there are so many other good reasons, yet a clear picture emerges of a lost world of West Highland villages bound together by the sea and the vessels on it. In late Victorian or Edwardian times (the period covered by the stories is roughly 1900–20) these communities were enjoying a golden age of water transport. Along Munro’s native Loch Fyneside alone there were seven piers and yet other places where a boat came out to meet the steamer.


A winter service was kept up but it was the holiday trade which made the steamers profitable. Munro’s description of a typical July Saturday, which appears in ‘Wee Teeny’, is worth quoting here for its characteristically colourful account of a scene which could be repeated at any one of scores of piers from Craigendoran to Campbeltown.





The last passenger steamer to sail that day from Ardrishaig was a trip from Rothesay. It was Glasgow Fair Saturday and Ardrishaig Quay was black with people. There was a marvellously stimulating odour of dulse, herring and shell-fish, for everybody carried away in a handkerchief a few samples of these marine products that are now the only sea-side souvenirs not made in Germany. The Vital Spark in ballast, Clydeward bound, lay inside the passenger steamer, ready to start when the latter had got under weigh, and Para Handy and his mate meanwhile sat on the fo’c’sle-head of ‘the smertest boat in the tred’ watching the frantic efforts of lady excursionists to get their husbands on the steamer before it was too late, and the deliberate efforts of the said husbands to slink away up the village again just for one more drink. Wildly the steamer hooted from her siren, fiercely clanged her bell, vociferously the captain roared upon his bridge, people aboard yelled eagerly to friends ashore to hurry up, and the people ashore as eagerly demanded to know what all the hurry was about, and where the bleezes was Wull. Women loudly defied the purser to let the ship go away without their John, for he had paid his money for his ticket, and though he was only a working-man his money was as good as anybody else’s; and John, on the quay, with his hat thrust back on his head, his thumbs in the armhole of his waistcoat and a red handkerchief full of dulse at his feet, gave display of step-dancing that was responsible for a great deal of the congestion of traffic at the shore end of the gangway.





This description, with its colour, vitality and shrewd observation could almost be from The Pickwick Papers.


At the same time the gabbarts, and later the steam puffers, were attending to the more essential needs of these coastal communities. The puffer was generally thought of as a coal boat, but could also be pressed into carrying a tremendous variety of goods. If we are to believe her skipper the Vital Spark was suited to carrying ‘nice genteel luggage for the shooting lodges’ as did the doyenne of steamers, the Columba, but in practice the cargoes were more likely to be ‘coals and whunstone, and oak bark, and timber, and trash like that’. She did take a farmer’s flitting on at least one occasion, though, and her mixed cargo included everything ‘from bird cages to cottage pianos’.


A life in the ‘coastin’ tred’ was hard and dirty no doubt, but you might not suppose so from a quick glance at these stories. Para, Dougie and the rest of the crew, ‘Brutain’s hardy sons’ each and every one, certainly are seen now and then battling against a gale but usually the picture is of a leisurely life – ‘we went into Greenock for some marmalade, and did we no’ stay three days’. In harbour there was from time to time some conflict between the skipper and the crew. Para, with an eye to enhancing the ship’s reputation as the ‘smertest boat in the tred’, would often wish some painting to be done, while the crew, if in funds, would rather go ashore and relax in a harbour-side inn.


When the crew were at their ease, they would sit in the fo’c’sle, a small triangular space in the bows of the ship which acted as cabin, galley and mess-room for the four man crew, and tell a baur or two of ‘all the seas that lie between Bowling and Stornoway’.











Para’s Places


Turn to the section on ‘Para in Print’ to discover that Munro’s stories, appearing as they did in an evening newspaper, were written with an eye to topical events and personalities; very much of their time. They were, however, even more firmly rooted in a sense of place.


Just how deep were Munro’s knowledge and affection for ‘Para’s Places’ we can guess from a glimpse of his 1907 publication The Clyde, River and Firth. This popular account, perhaps rather over-written to modern taste, gives a lyrical description of the river from its source to Ailsa Craig. A few extracts from its pages provide an interesting commentary on the setting in which Munro placed the captain and his crew. And firstly . . .


GLASGOW





A mighty place for trade . . .; with a stern and arid Sabbath; and a preposterous early hour for the closing of public houses.





In the stories, Glasgow is where Para goes to get his orders from the Vital Spark’s owner; it is also home for the crew, who seldom venture out of the relatively circumscribed area of the harbour and the housing areas nearby like Gorbals, Plantation and Finnieston. On either side of





a fairway of 620 feet at its widest and 362 at its narrowest point . . . the harbour life slops over its actual precincts, and the neighbouring streets . . . bear a marine impress. Their tall ‘lands’ of flats fed from a common stair are the homes of folk whose men are on the quays.





In ‘Dougie’s Family’ Munro informs us that the mate, and his wife and ten children, live up one of these common stairs in the Plantation area, and in the very next tenement lives Dan Macphail and his family. Even the captain goes to live in Glasgow after his marriage to the baker’s little widow. At other times we hear of ‘baals’ and similar ‘high jeenks’ at, presumably, the Highlanders’ Institute; a canary is purchased at the Bird Market; and of course the ‘Highlandman’s Umbrella’ is used as a meeting place for exiles from the north. As Para says, ‘its Gleska for gaiety, if you have the money’.


Neil Munro was a working journalist before anything else and his Glasgow and its river are seen from the perspective which comes from first-hand experience. Undoubtedly he haunted the ferries, lingered on the quays among sailors of all nations and gazed at the cargoes loading and unloading in the harbour of what was then the second city of the Empire.


Yet perhaps more than just a working journalist, even in the cub reporter days; a poet perhaps, a Conrad or an Orwell before his time? (Though not exactly ‘Down and Out in Glasgow’.) Examine this characteristic passage from The Clyde and speculate:





Nor even then can one rightly comprehend the harbour who has not brooded beside sheer-leg and crane-jib that are mightily moving enormous weights as if they had been toys; swallowed the coal-dust of the docks, dodged traction engines, eaten Irish stew for breakfast in the Sailors’ Home, watched Geordie Geddes trawl for corpses, sat in the fo’c’sles of ‘tramps’, stood in a fog by the pilot on the bridge, heard the sorrows of a Shore Superintendent and the loyal lies of witnesses in a Board of Trade examination, who feel bound to ‘stick by the owners’ and swear their engines backed ten minutes before the accident; or sat on a cask in the Prince’s Dock on peaceful Sabbath mornings when the shipping seemed asleep, or an unseen concertina played some sailor’s jig for canticle.





Did the memory of the ‘unseen concertina’ provide an inspiration for our jaunty character Sunny Jim? It is a jig-tune he plays on his ‘bonny wee melodeon’ to accompany the dancing sausages in the story ‘A New Cook’ which first appeared a few months after the publication of The Clyde, River and Firth.


THE UPPER RIVER


The stretch of the river from Bowling to Greenock features in several of the tales. Although never stated, the Vital Spark’s home port would seem to have been Bowling, although she frequently called in at Greenock for orders and cargoes. Although the puffer design was based on the necessity to pass through the seventy-foot locks on the Forth and Clyde Canal, the Vital Spark was an ‘outside boat’ and we have but one record of the crew negotiating the canal.


THE FIRTH OF CLYDE


The wider Firth was where the courses of the elegant passenger steamers of Messrs. MacBrayne and the railway companies crossed that of the workaday Vital Spark. The great fin de siècle holiday boom had led to the expansion of resorts such as Largs, Millport and Rothesay. Newer watering places had grown up alongside older communities and the steam puffer came into its own as a workhorse to bring in the building materials and fuel. Neil Munro described all this in The Clyde, River and Firth while in his fictional recreation of this world Para Handy is to be found ploughing all the waters of the estuary.


Down to ARRAN, for example; Para has a wager with a Brodick man about a singing canary and returns with a ‘cargo of grevel’ to collect his bet. It is also in Arran that we first hear of Hurricane Jack, that larger than life character, ‘as weel kent in Calcutta as if he wass in the Coocaddens’, stealing ‘wan smaal wee sheep’ from the shore on the island’s west coast at Catacol.


Elsewhere, at the head of LOCH LONG the Arrochar midges are so fierce one night that they provoke the captain to such hyperbole as to make ‘Mudges’ a favourite tale with anyone who has visited the west coast in high summer.


LOCH FYNE


The Clyde’s longest sea-loch is the real centre of Para Handy’s world. About one half of the stories have a connection with this area and Para himself may have been born there. However, for a fuller discussion of this point, see the notes to ‘In Search of a Wife’.


Go to Loch Fyne now and to the uninitiated it may seem like a sleepy backwater, but to the devoted readers of these tales almost every placename has its delightful associations: busy TARBERT – where Para met the spae-wife at the Fair and where he fell foul of the law for sounding the ship’s whistle at 2 a.m.; quiet CAIRNDOW – where ‘they keep the two New Years’; and perhaps most magical of all, FURNACE – ‘where you don’t need tickets for a baal as long as you ken the man at the door and taalk the Gaalic at him’.


You might, today, follow the ‘Royal Route’ from the Clyde to Ardrishaig, through the Crinan Canal and out into West Highland waters through the Dorus Mor, the ‘Great Gate’, sailing perhaps as far as Mull, where at Tobermory the enterprising crew sold tickets to look at the whale. There is indeed much charm in the descriptions of these more distant scenes; however in reading this book you must, above all, know your Loch Fyne as it was in the heyday of the herring fishing, that legendary time of ‘high jeenks and big hauls; you werena very smert if you werena into both of them’.





. . . many generations of Loch Fyneside men have followed a vocation which has much of the uncertainty of backing horses without so much amusement. Towns like Inveraray, Lochgilphead, and Tarbert grew up, as it were, round the fishing smacks that in old days ran into their bays for shelter, and Minard, Crarae, Lochgair, Castle Lachlan, Strachur, and other villages on either side of the Loch depend to some extent for their existence on the silver harvest of the sea.














The Humour of ‘Para Handy’


Almost all of the comic flavour of these stories is to be found in the dialogue rather than in the narrative, and no part of the dialogue is more important than Para Handy’s own contribution. Into the mouth of his skipper, Munro has put any amount of humorous anecdotes and reflections, so much so that some of the stories are virtually monologues. For example, although it may be a matter of taste, to many readers the semi-mythical Hurricane Jack as described by Para with a ‘back on him like a shipping box’ is preferable to the Jack who later makes a personal appearance in the stories.


Para’s speech is of course given a fine exotic touch by the fact that he, and Dougie the mate, have ‘the Gaalic’. (No lover of these stories could, with the wealth of examples provided, commit the solecism of pronouncing Gaelic as ‘Gaylic’!)


While there may be a touch of the stage Highlander about such ‘Handyisms’ as ‘chust sublime’ and ‘high jeenks’, that is really only another way of saying that the captain is a larger-than-life character. He is an original, curiously reminiscent of a Dickensian character such as Sam Weller or one of Sir Walter Scott’s Doric speakers. In a more far-fetched way Para also has a certain resemblance to ‘the wily Odysseus’, another sea-farer who roamed among sea-girt islands, had an adventure with sheep and who ‘had rather a gallant way with the sex, generally said “mem” to them all . . .’


Para, too, is no stranger to exaggeration, but more often it is an appreciative ‘baur’ of epic proportions about the mighty Hurricane Jack who





. . . iss a man that can sail anything and go anywhere, and aalways be the perfect chentleman. A millionaire’s yat or a washinboyne – it’s aal the same to Jeck . . . And never anything else but ’lastic sided boots, even in the coorsest weather . . .





Much of the humour of the stories lies in the juxtaposition of the Highland characters, Para and Dougie, and the Lowland figures, the Tar, Sunny Jim and, particularly, Macphail the Engineer (who, despite his Highland surname, is a low country man, from Mother-well in industrial Lanarkshire). Hugh MacDiarmid (C.M. Grieve) has written of the ‘Caledonian antizyzygy’ – the contrast or conflict between the two competing strains within the Scottish personality. In the tensions between the romantic, generous, imaginative Highland skipper and the thrawn, prosaic Lowland engineer we see a fine example of the contrast between the two races:





Do you know the way it iss that steamboat enchineers is alwaays doon in the mooth like that? It’s the want of nature. They never let themselves go. Poor duvvles, workin’ away among their bits o’ enchines, they never get the wind and sun aboot them right the same ass us seamen.





Additional piquancy is given to the situation by Macphail, the severely practical engineer, having a none-too-secret passion for the most lurid penny novelettes.




A new dimension comes into the stories with the arrival of the Glaswegian Sunny Jim. As the Tar’s replacement, Davie Green, to give him his full name for once, is more than good value. He it is who devises the Tobermory whale exhibition and starts the persecution of the captain after the death of the cockatoo in ‘An Ocean Tragedy’:





If it’s no’ murder, it’s manslaughter; monkeys, cockatoos, and parrots a’ come under the Act o’ Parliament. A cockatoo’s no’ like a canary; it’s able to speak the language and give an opeenion, and the man that wad kill a cockatoo wad kill a wean.





The persecution or ‘roasting’ of Para by his crew is a most amusing example of a traditional kind of Scottish humour; something kindlier than satire and more subtle than ridicule. It may be descended from the ancient Scottish literary custom of ‘flyting’ as found in the poems of Dunbar and his contemporaries and survives to this day in the innocent sport found in every workplace of ‘taking a loan of ’ someone and in its latest form ‘winding someone up’. To wind a workmate up, as his shipmates do to Dougie in ‘Dougie’s Family’, is to lead him on to make statements or commit indiscretions which will provide further scope for innocent amusement.


Curiously enough Para Handy has not himself had many imitators, except perhaps in a coincidental way in Sean O’Casey’s Captain Jack Boyle, who actually was ‘only wanst on the watter, on an old collier from here to Liverpool’.











Para in Print


Every Monday the ‘Looker-On’ column in the Glasgow Evening News gave Neil Munro the chance to reflect on current events, to air his views or to entertain with a short story. On Monday, 16 January 1905 a new and enduring character in Scottish fiction was launched on the public:





A short, thick-set man, with a red beard, a hard round felt hat ridiculously out of harmony with a blue pilot jacket and trousers and a seaman’s jersey . . .





In short, Para Handy, Master Mariner, had arrived.


At intervals of two or three weeks during 1905 and the early months of 1906 a further instalment in the saga of the Vital Spark and her crew appeared to brighten the Glaswegians’ Mondays. How quickly Para and the Vital Spark became an accepted part of Glasgow life, of local folklore almost, may be judged from a cartoon which appeared in the News on 9 August 1905. Headlined ‘The Next Tramway Extension’, it was a comment on the recent gift of the Ardgoil Estate to the City of Glasgow and shows a Glasgow Corporation tramcar mounted on a ship named Vital Spark and headed downriver to the new Argyllshire property. In less than eight months and after only thirteen stories Munro’s creation had so completely come to life that the Vital Spark had become a name that a cartoonist could use without explanation or sub-title.


By the spring of 1906 William Blackwood & Sons were arranging for the publication of the first anthology of Para stories: twenty-two tales which originally appeared in the News and three stories – ‘Lodgers on a Houseboat’, ‘The Disappointment of Erchie’s Niece’ and ‘Para Handy’s Wedding’ – written especially for the book.


One other News story from this period, ‘The Maids of Bute’, was held over and appeared in the second anthology, In Highland Harbours with Para Handy, S.S. Vital Spark, in 1911. The final anthology, Hurricane Jack of the Vital Spark, did not appear until 1923. The omnibus edition of the Para stories, the Erchie stories and the tales of Jimmy Swan, which was the first to formally link Munro, rather than ‘Hugh Foulis’, with these stories, appeared in 1931, the year after Munro’s death.


The order of stories in the 1906 anthology bore little relationship to the original order of newspaper publication – except that ‘Para Handy, Master Mariner’, the first story in the book, was also the first story to appear in the News. Some stories had obvious topicality, for example ‘Three Dry Days’, which is set in February, that odd month when, as Dougie says, ‘. . . the New Year’s no’ right bye, and the Gleska Fair’s chust comin’ on . . .’, appeared on 5 February 1906 and its companion piece, ‘The Valentine that Misfired’, came out on 19 February, as close to St Valentine’s Day as the Monday publication schedule for the ‘Looker-On’ column would allow.


Two of the extra stories written for the anthology would seem to have had particular aims. ‘The Disappointment of Erchie’s Niece’ reintroduces the reader to Erchie Macpherson from the ‘Erchie, My Droll Friend’ series. Munro had published an anthology of Erchie stories in 1904 and this was perhaps an attempt to link the two sets of stories, with benefit to the sales of both volumes.


Another of the new stories written for book publication, ‘Para Handy’s Wedding’, is clearly an extremely appropriate way to round off the volume. It perhaps, in view of Munro’s very limited interest in these humorous sketches, was also meant to end the career of Peter Macfarlane.


However, like another contemporary writer, Sir Arthur Conan Doyle, who also considered that his historical novels were his most important work and his short stories of lesser worth, the character refused to be killed. Just as Holmes survived the Reichenbach Falls, so Para survives marriage to the Widow Crawford and to our delight continues to sail the west coast for many years.


If the newspaper publication of the stories had been an obvious success, so too was their appearance in book form. The News in a regular weekly book feature, the ‘In the Bookshop’ column, noted on 12 April 1906:





Among the shilling books specially suited for reading on the Spring Holiday, I must note ‘The Vital Spark’ which is just being published by Messrs. Blackwood. It would seem that the success of Erchie has given the booksellers confidence in anything bearing the signature of ‘Hugh Foulis’, as the orders for ‘The Vital Spark’ are much larger than for the former book. London orders are particularly large. As most Glasgow people know, the sketches, which originally appeared in the News, of the exploits of Para Handy and his crew are intensely funny, without degenerating into caricature, and it is safe to predict a very large sale for the book when it is placed before the public.







After what must have been a long wait for admirers of Para the Vital Spark sailed again on 10 February 1908, when Sunny Jim appeared as ‘A New Cook’. Over the next three years the bulk of the stories which were to feature in the second anthology, In Highland Harbours with Para Handy, S.S. Vital Spark, appeared at irregular intervals in the News.


The return of Para was welcomed in an enthusiastic letter to the editor and after a few weeks Munro’s two humorous series – Para and Erchie – were moved from the Monday ‘Looker-On’ spot to the Saturday edition with its weekend reading section. In the announcement of this change both series were, for the first time, announced as being written by Neil Munro. However, by the end of the year Para was back as an irregular feature in the ‘Looker-On’ column.


Many of the stories of this period are very closely linked to and inspired by contemporary events and it would seem that Munro increasingly waited for topical inspiration before turning out a Para story. For example, ‘To Campbeltown by Sea’ is set in a heatwave and was published in July 1908 when Scotland was suffering a remarkable spell of heat and drought; ‘Pension Farms’, originally published in December 1908, relates to the introduction of old-age pensions in that year. The collection that appeared in July 1911 was enthusiastically welcomed – the News reviewer noting ‘they sparkle with a humour that is ever fresh’.


A third collection appeared in 1923. Fourteen tales which appeared in the News after 1912 were omitted from this collection; most of these were inspired by the First World War and, although Munro used a number of war-time stories in the 1923 edition, he presumably chose to reduce the number of references to war-time events. These must have seemed a little dated just a few years after the events, although the passage of seventy years has given considerable interest and charm to these once-rejected stories. However, apart from the novelty value of these fourteen stories, and another written after Hurricane Jack of the Vital Spark appeared in 1923, many of them are tales of the highest quality.


These ‘minor pieces’, which Munro turned out as part of his regular journalistic work and which he thought of so little worth, have been his most lasting works. They were transferred into successful television series that brought the Vital Spark and her crew to an audience far beyond Munro’s Glasgow.


The omnibus edition reprinted regularly for twenty years, being replaced in Blackwood’s list by a collection of the three volumes of the Para stories in 1955, the Erchie and Jimmy Swan stories going out of print at this time. Paperback editions of the Para Handy stories have been available since 1969. Ironically, the historical novels, which Munro valued so highly and which he published under his own name, unlike the short stories issued under a pseudonym, had by the 1980s all gone out of print.











Neil Munro





My goodness! . . . and you’ll be writing things for the papers? Cot bless me! . . . and do you tell me you can be makin’ a living off that? I’m not asking you, mind, hoo mich you’ll be makin’, don’t tell me; not a cheep! not a cheep! But I’ll wudger it’s more than Maclean the munister.





Neil Munro was born in Inveraray on Loch Fyneside, in the building known as Crombie’s Land, on 3 June 1864. Generations of his family had lived and worked as farmers and shepherds at the village of Carnus, now disappeared, in Glen Aray – or so at least goes the version printed in all the standard sources.


In fact, the truth is slightly different. Munro was actually born on 3 June 1863 – exactly one year earlier than the ‘official’ date. The birth certificate shows him to have been the illegitimate son of Ann Munro, Kitchen Maid. A twin sister was still-born. There is no record of a marriage of this Ann Munro to the James Thompson Munro who was later represented as Neil Munro’s father on, among other sources, his death certificate. The 1871 census returns for Inveraray record a family living in a one-roomed dwelling at McVicar’s Land, Ark Lane, consisting of Angus McArthur Munro, aged sixty-six, formerly a crofter; his daughter, Agnes Munro, unmarried domestic servant aged thirty-eight and Neil, his grandson, aged seven. (It is noteworthy that the correct date of birth had been supplied to the census enumerator.) It would thus seem that Munro, like his hero Para Handy, was ‘. . . . brocht up wi’ an auntie . . .’


He attended a village school at Glencaldine near Inveraray and later Church Square Public School in Inveraray. When he left school, he was at the age of fourteen –





. . . insinuated, without any regard for my own desires, into a country lawyer’s office, wherefrom I withdrew myself as soon as I arrived at years of discretion and revolt. (The Brave Days)





The country lawyer’s office was in fact the office of the Sheriff Clerk of Argyll and one may speculate as to the influence which placed a poor boy with no obvious family influence in such a sought-after and prestigious post. During his five years there he countered the boredom of office routine by reading and developed his flair for writing by contributing short articles for local newspapers.


His youthful boredom was coupled with a realisation that the future for the small communities of Loch Fyneside was bleak. Years later in his The Clyde, River and Firth he wrote:





In 1750 the Duke of Argyll could raise if necessary 10,000 men able to bear arms. The bulk of them must have been found between the shores of Loch Fyne and Loch Awe; single glens of Loch Fyne could turn out over two hundred swords; now they are desolate.





In May 1881 like many ambitious young men before him, and even more since, he took the sea-road south to Glasgow and, while learning shorthand, earned his living in the cashier’s office of an ironmonger’s shop in the Trongate. Before long, however, he found a post on a small local newspaper, spending ten years there before moving on to a newspaper of some significance, the Greenock Advertiser. He next worked for the Glasgow News, where he remained until it closed, when he was offered a post with the much larger Glasgow Evening News. He soon became chief reporter as well as art, drama and literary critic. He semi-retired from journalism around 1902 to devote himself to his novels. During the war he returned to full-time work and was made editor in 1918, a position which he held until his – reluctant – retirement in 1927.


While engaged on his journalistic work Munro began writing short stories, novels and poetry. His shorter work appeared in a number of the flourishing literary periodicals of the period and a collection of stories, The Lost Pibroch, was published by Blackwood’s in 1896.


The theme of much of Munro’s fiction was the decline of the old order in the Highlands, a theme he had tackled in his 1898 novel Gillian the Dreamer. His reputation as a novelist largely rests on the historical adventure novels John Splendid, Doom Castle and The New Road. Munro became seen, particularly after the publication of The New Road in 1914, as the heir to the Robert Louis Stevenson tradition and The New Road – based on the impact of General Wade’s military road and the inevitable changes it would bring to Highland ways and the local balance of power – is certainly worthy to be considered in the same league as Stevenson’s Kidnapped. Sadly his output, particularly after his early retirement, was not large.


Two collections of essays and journalism were published after his death, The Brave Days and The Looker-On – The Brave Days being a series of autobiographical sketches he contributed to the News after his retirement, while the other collection gathered together some of the splendidly characteristic pieces from his literary journalism, some special reports and the regular ‘Looker-On’ column from earlier in the century.


After his final retirement from the News he moved in 1927 to a beautiful Regency villa in Helensburgh overlooking his beloved Firth of Clyde. He named the house ‘Cromalt’ after a stream in his native Inveraray.


On 27 December 1930 the Dumbartonshire local paper, the Lennox Herald, noted:





The death has occurred at his residence, ‘Cromalt’, of Mr Neil Munro, LL.D., the Scottish novelist and journalist. He was in his 67th year and had been in failing health for some time. Of a reticent and unassuming nature, he never sought public favour, but as long ago as 1908 he was honoured with the degree of LL.D by Glasgow University and, only two months ago, a similar compliment was paid him by Edinburgh University. He received the freedom of his native town of Inveraray in 1909.





Munro was buried at Kilmalieu, in Inveraray, and later a memorial service was held in Glasgow Cathedral, attended by his Glasgow friends, representatives of the University and the Church. The Glasgow Herald obituary observed that although in latter years he had published but little ‘he had already accomplished his life’s work – of taking up and wearing the mantle of R.L.S. . . .’ The Rev. Lauchlan MacLean Watt, an authority on the works of Stevenson, went further and described Munro as the ‘greatest Scottish novelist since Sir Walter Scott, and in the matter of Celtic story and character he excelled Sir Walter because of his more deeply intimate knowledge of that elusive mystery.’ The novelist Hugh Walpole lamented the death of ‘one of Scotland’s few great novelists’.




One of his great advocates was a friend and former News colleague, the novelist George Blake, who edited and introduced the two posthumous collections The Brave Days and The Looker-On. In his introduction to the former volume Blake speaks of Munro’s reticent nature and of the contrast between his two personalities and two fields of writing – the Neil Munro of the novels and the ‘Hugh Foulis’ of the lighter writing and the journalism. There was also certainly an evident tension manifest in much of his work between the Glasgow journalist, working in a city which he knew well and loved deeply, and the Highland exile, forever homesick for the Argyllshire of his childhood.


Five years after his death a monument was erected to him on a bleak hillside in Glen Aray, facing the vanished home of his ancestors. The intiative to commemorate him was taken by An Comunn Gaidhealach. Speaking at the unveiling Robert Bontine Cunningham Graham described Munro as ‘the apostolic successor of Sir Walter Scott’. The monument is a pyramid of local stone crowned by a Celtic book-shrine, and, unlike the tombstone in Kilmalieu cemetery and all the public and published biographical sources, bears Munro’s true birth date of 1863.
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The Vital Spark









1. Para Handy, Master Mariner


A short, thick-set man, with a red beard, a hard round felt hat, ridiculously out of harmony with a blue pilot jacket and trousers and a seaman’s jersey, his hands immersed deeply in those pockets our fathers (and the heroes of Rabelais) used to wear behind a front flap, he would have attracted my notice even if he had not, unaware of my presence so close behind him, been humming to himself the chorus of a song that used to be very popular on gabbarts1, but is now gone out of date, like ‘The Captain with the Whiskers Took a Sly Glance at Me’. You may have heard it thirty years ago, before the steam puffer2 came in to sweep the sailing smack from all the seas that lie between Bowling and Stornoway. It runs—





Young Munro he took a notion


For to sail across the sea,


And he left his true love weeping,


All alone on Greenock Quay





and by that sign, and by his red beard, and by a curious gesture he had, as if he were now and then going to scratch his ear and only determined not to do it when his hand was up, I knew he was one of the Macfarlanes. There were ten Macfarlanes, all men, except one, and he was a valet, but the family did their best to conceal the fact, and said he was away on the yachts, and making that much money he had not time to write a scrape home.


‘I think I ought to know you,’ I said to the vocalist with the hard hat. ‘You are a Macfarlane: either the Beekan, or Kail, or the Nipper, or Keep Dark, or Para Handy —’


‘As sure as daith,’ said he, ‘I’m chust Para Handy, and I ken your name fine, but I cannot chust mind your face.’ He had turned round on the pawl3 he sat on, without taking his hands from his pockets, and looked up at me where I stood beside him, watching a river steamer being warped into the pier.


‘My goodness!’ he said about ten minutes later, when he had wormed my whole history out of me; ‘and you’ll be writing things for the papers? Cot bless me! and do you tell me you can be makin’ a living off that? I’m not asking you, mind, hoo mich you’ll be makin’, don’t tell me; not a cheep! not a cheep! But I’ll wudger it’s more than Maclean the munister. But och! I’m not saying: it iss not my business. The munister has two hundred in the year and a coo’s gress4; he iss aye the big man up yonder, but it iss me would like to show him he wass not so big a man as yourself. Eh? But not a cheep! not a cheep! A Macfarlane would never put his nose into another man’s oar.’


‘And where have you been this long while?’ I asked, having let it sink into his mind that there was no chance today of his learning my exact income, expenditure, and how much I had in the bank.


‘Me!’ said he; ‘I am going up and down like yon fellow in the Scruptures – what wass his name? Sampson – seeking what I may devour.5 I am out of a chob. Chust that: out of a chob. You’ll not be hearin’ of anybody in your line that iss in want of a skipper?’


Skippers, I said, were in rare demand in my line of business. We hadn’t used a skipper for years.


‘Chust that! chust that! I only mentioned it in case. You are making things for newspapers, my Cot! what will they not do now for the penny? Well, that is it; I am out of a chob; chust putting bye the time. I’m not vexed for myself, so mich as for poor Dougie. Dougie wass mate, and I wass skipper. I don’t know if you kent the Fital Spark?’


The Vital Spark, I confessed, was well known to me as the most uncertain puffer that ever kept the Old New-Year6 in Upper Lochfyne.


‘That wass her!’ said Macfarlane, almost weeping. ‘There was never the bate of her, and I have sailed in her four years over twenty with my hert in my mooth for fear of her boiler. If you never saw the Fital Spark, she is aal hold, with the boiler behind, four men and a derrick, and a watter-butt and a pan loaf7 in the fo’c’sle. Oh man! she wass the beauty! She was chust sublime! She should be carryin’ nothing but gentry for passengers, or nice genteel luggage for the shooting-lodges, but there they would be spoilin’ her and rubbin’ all the pent off her with their coals, and sand, and whunstone, and oak bark, and timber, and trash like that.’


‘I understood she had one weakness at least, that her boiler was apt to prime.’


‘It’s a — lie,’ cried Macfarlane, quite furious; ‘her boiler never primed more than wance a month, and that wass not with fair play. If Dougie wass here he would tell you.


‘I wass ass prood of that boat ass the Duke of Argyll, ay, or Lord Breadalbane. If you would see me waalkin’ aboot on her dake when we wass lyin’ at the quay! There wasna the like of it in the West Hielan’s. I wass chust sublime! She had a gold bead aboot her; it’s no lie I am tellin’ you, and I would be pentin’ her oot of my own pocket every time we went to Arran for gravel. She drawed four feet forrit and nine aft, and she could go like the duvvle.’


‘I have heard it put at five knots,’ I said maliciously.


Macfarlane bounded from his seat. ‘Five knots!’ he cried. ‘Show me the man that says five knots, and I will make him swallow the hatchet. Six knots, ass sure ass my name iss Macfarlane; many a time between the Skate and Otter.8 If Dougie wass here he would tell you. But I am not braggin’ aboot her sailin’; it wass her looks. Man, she was smert, smert! Every time she wass new pented I would be puttin’ on my Sunday clothes. There wass a time yonder they would be callin’ me Two-flag Peter in Loch Fyne. It wass wance the Queen had a jubilee, and we had but the wan flag, but a Macfarlane never wass bate, and I put up the wan flag and a regatta shirt, and I’m telling you she looked chust sublime!’


‘I forget who it was once told me she was very wet,’ I cooed blandly; ‘that with a head wind the Vital Spark nearly went out altogether. Of course, people will say nasty things about these hookers. They say she was very ill to trim, too.’


Macfarlane jumped up again, grinding his teeth, and his face purple. He could hardly speak with indignation. ‘Trum!’ he shouted. ‘Did you say “trum”? You could trum her with the wan hand behind your back and you lookin’ the other way. To the duvvle with your trum! And they would be sayin’ she wass wet! If Dougie wass here he would tell you. She would not take in wan cup of watter unless it wass for synin’9 oot the dishes. She wass that dry she would not wet a postage stamp unless we slung it over the side in a pail. She wass sublime, chust sublime!


‘I am telling you there iss not many men following the sea that could sail the Fital Spark the way I could. There iss not a rock, no, nor a chuckie stone inside the Cumbrie Heid that I do not have a name for. I would ken them fine in the dark by the smell, and that iss not easy, I’m telling you. And I am not wan of your dry-land sailors. I wass wance at Londonderry with her. We went at night, and did Dougie no’ go away and forget oil, so that we had no lamps, and chust had to sail in the dark with our ears wide open. If Dougie wass here he would tell you. Now and then Dougie would be striking a match for fear of a collusion.’


‘Where did he show it?’ I asked innocently. ‘Forward or aft?’


‘Aft,’ said the mariner suspiciously. ‘What for would it be aft? Do you mean to say there could be a collusion aft? I am telling you she could do her six knots before she cracked her shaft. It wass in the bow, of course; Dougie had the matches. She wass chust sublime. A gold bead oot of my own pocket, four men and a derrick, and a watter-butt and a pan loaf in the fo’c’sle. My bonnie wee Fital Spark!’


He began to show symptoms of tears, and I hate to see an ancient mariner’s tears, so I hurriedly asked him how he had lost the command.


‘I will tell you that,’ said he. ‘It was Dougie’s fault. We had yonder a cargo of coals for Tarbert, and we got doon the length of Greenock, going fine, fine. It wass the day after the New Year, and I wass in fine trum, and Dougie said, “Wull we stand in here for orders?” and so we went into Greenock for some marmalade, and did we no’ stay three days? Dougie and me wass going about Greenock looking for signboards with Hielan’ names on them, and every signboard we could see with Campbell, or Macintyre, on it, or Morrison, Dougie would go in and ask if the man came from Kilmartin or anyway roond aboot there, and if the man said no, Dougie would say, “It’s a great peety, for I have cousins of the same name, but maybe you’ll have time to come oot for a dram?”10 Dougie was chust sublime!


‘Every day we would be getting sixpenny telegrams from the man the coals was for at Tarbert, but och! we did not think he wass in such an aawful hurry, and then he came himself to Greenock with the Grenadier11, and the only wans that wass not in the polis-office wass myself and the derrick. He bailed the laads out of the polis-office, and “Now,” he said, “you will chust sail her up as fast as you can, like smert laads, for my customers iss waiting for their coals, and I will go over and see my good-sister12 at Helensburgh, and go back to Tarbert the day efter tomorrow.” “Hoo can we be going and us with no money?” said Dougie – man, he wass sublime! So the man gave me a paper pound of money, and went away to Helensburgh, and Dougie wass coilin’ up a hawser forrit ready to start from the quay. When he wass away, Dougie said we would maybe chust be as weel to wait another tide, and I said I didna know, but what did he think, and he said, “Ach, of course!” and we went aal back into Greenock. “Let me see that pound!” said Dougie, and did I not give it to him? and then he rang the bell of the public hoose we were in, and asked for four tacks and a wee hammer. When he got the four tacks and the wee hammer he nailed the pound note on the door, and said to the man, “Chust come in with a dram every time we ring the bell till that’s done!” If Dougie wass here he would tell you. Two days efter that the owner of the Fital Spark came doon from Gleska13 and five men with him, and they went away with her to Tarbert.’


‘And so you lost the old command,’ I said, preparing to go off. ‘Well, I hope something will turn up soon.’


‘There wass some talk aboot a dram,’ said the mariner. ‘I thought you said something aboot a dram, but och! there’s no occasion!’


A week later, I am glad to say, the captain and his old crew were reinstated on the Vital Spark.









2. The Prize Canary


‘Canaries!’ said Para Handy contemptuously, ‘I have a canary yonder at home that would give you a sore heid to hear him singing. He’s chust sublime. Have I no’, Dougie?’


It was the first time the mate had ever heard of the captain as a bird-fancier, but he was a loyal friend, and at Para Handy’s wink he said promptly, ‘You have that, Peter. Wan of the finest ever stepped. Many a sore heid I had wi’t.’


‘What kind of a canary is it?’ asked the Brodick man jealously. ‘Is it a Norwich?’


Para Handy put up his hand as usual to scratch his ear, and checked the act half way. ‘No, nor a Sandwich; it’s chust a plain yellow wan,’ he said coolly. ‘I’ll wudger ye a pound it could sing the best you have blin’. It whustles even-on1, night and day, till I have to put it under a bowl o’ watter if I’m wantin’ my night’s sleep.’


The competitive passions of the Brodick man were roused. He considered that among his dozen prize canaries he had at least one that could beat anything likely to be in the possession of the captain of the Vital Spark, which was lying at Brodick when this conversation took place. He produced it – an emaciated, sickle-shaped, small-headed, bead-eyed, business-looking bird, which he called the Wee Free2. He was prepared to put up the pound for a singing contest anywhere in Arran, date hereafter to be arranged.


‘That’s all right,’ said Para Handy, ‘I’ll take you on. We’ll be doon this way for a cargo of grevel in a week, and if the money’s wi’ the man in the shippin’-box at the quay, my canary’ll lift it.’


‘But what aboot your pound?’ asked the Brodick man. ‘You must wudger a pound too.’


‘Is that the way o’t?’ said the captain. ‘I wass never up to the gemblin’, but I’ll risk the pound,’ and so the contest was arranged.


‘But you havena a canary at aal, have you?’ said Dougie, later in the day, as the Vital Spark was puffing on her deliberate way to Glasgow.


‘Me?’ said Para Handy, ‘I would as soon think of keepin’ a hoolet.3 But och, there’s plenty in Gleska if you have the money. From the needle to the anchor. Forbye, I ken a gentleman that breeds canaries; he’s a riveter, and if I wass gettin’ him in good trum he would maybe give me a lend o’ wan. If no’, we’ll take a dander4 up to the Bird Market, and pick up a smert wan that’ll put the hems5 on Sandy Kerr’s Wee Free. No man wi’ any releegion aboot him would caal his canary a Wee Free.’


The captain and the mate of the Vital Spark left their noble ship at the wharf that evening – it was a Saturday – and went in quest of the gentleman who bred canaries. He was discovered in the midst of an altercation with his wife which involved the total destruction of all the dishes on the kitchen-dresser, and, with a shrewdness and consideration that were never absent in the captain, he apologised for the untimely intrusion and prepared to go away. ‘I see you’re busy,’ he said, looking in on a floor covered with the debris of the delf6 which this ardent lover of bird life was smashing in order to impress his wife with the fact that he was really annoyed about something – ‘I see you’re busy. Fine, man, fine! A wife need never weary in this hoose – it’s that cheery. Dougie and me wass chust wantin’ a wee lend of a canary for a day or two, but och, it doesna matter, seein’ ye’re so throng; we’ll chust try the shops.’


It was indicative of the fine kindly humanity of the riveter who loved canaries that this one unhesitatingly stopped his labours, having disposed of the last plate, and said, ‘I couldna dae’t, chaps; I wadna trust a canary oot o’ the hoose; there’s nae sayin’ the ill-usage it micht get. It would break my he’rt to ha’e onything gang wrang wi’ ony o’ my birds.’


‘Chust that, Wull, chust that!’ said Para Handy agreeably. ‘Your feelings does you credit. I would be awful vexed if you broke your he’rt; it’ll soon be the only hale thing left in the hoose. If I wass you, and had such a spite at the delf, I would use dunnymite,’ and Dougie and he departed.


‘That’s the sort of thing that keeps me from gettin’ merrit,’ the captain, with a sigh, confided to his mate, when they got down the stair. ‘Look at the money it costs for dishes every Setturday night.’


‘Them riveters iss awfu’ chaps for sport,’ said Dougie irrelevantly.


‘There’s nothing for’t now but the Bird Market,’ said the captain, leading the way east along Argyle Street. They had no clear idea where that institution was, but at the corner of Jamaica Street7 consulted several Celtic compatriots, who put them on the right track. Having reached the Bird Market8, the captain explained his wants to a party who had ‘Guaranteed A1 Songsters’ to sell at two shillings. This person was particularly enthusiastic about one bird which in the meantime was as silent as ‘the harp that once through Tara’s halls’. He gave them his solemn assurance it was a genuine prize roller canary; that when it started whistling, as it generally did at breakfast time, it sang till the gas was lit, with not even a pause for refreshment. For that reason it was an economical canary to keep; it practically cost nothing for seed for this canary. If it was a songster suitable for use on a ship that was wanted, he went on, with a rapid assumption that his customers were of a maritime profession, this bird was peculiarly adapted for the post. It was a genuine imported bird, and had already made a sea voyage. To sell a bird of such exquisite parts for two shillings was sheer commercial suicide; he admitted it, but he was anxious that it should have a good home.


‘I wish I could hear it whustlin’,’ said the captain, peering through the spars at the very dejected bird, which was a moulting hen.


‘It never sings efter the gas is lighted,’ said the vendor regretfully, ‘that’s the only thing that’s wrang wi’t. If that bird wad sing at nicht when the gas was lit, it wad solve the problem o’ perpetual motion.’


Para Handy, considerably impressed by this high warrandice9, bought the canary, which was removed from the cage and placed in a brown paper sugar-bag, ventilated by holes which the bird-seller made in it with the stub of a lead pencil.


‘Will you no’ need a cage?’ asked Dougie.


‘Not at aal, not at aal!’ the captain protested; ‘wance we get him doon to Brodick we’ll get plenty o’ cages,’ and away they went with their purchase, Para Handy elate at the imminent prospect of his prize canary winning an easy pound. Dougie carefully carried the bag containing the bird.


Some days after, the Vital Spark arrived at Brodick, but the captain, who had not yet staked his pound with the man in the shipping-box as agreed on, curiously enough showed no disposition to bring off the challenge meeting between the birds. It was by accident he met the Brodick man one day on the quay.


‘Talking about birds,’ said Para Handy, with some diffidence, ‘Dougie and me had a canary yonder —’


‘That’s aal off,’ said the Brodick man hurriedly, getting very red in the face, showing so much embarrassment, indeed, that the captain of the Vital Spark smelt a rat.


‘What way off?’ he asked. ‘It sticks in my mind that there wass a kind of a wudger, and that there’s a pound note in the shupping-box for the best canary.’


‘Did you bring your canary?’ asked the Brodick man anxiously.


‘It’s doon there in the vessel singin’ like to take the rivets oot o’ her,’ said Para Handy. ‘It’s chust sublime to listen to.’


‘Weel, the fact iss, I’m not goin’ to challenge,’ said the Brodick man. ‘I have a wife yonder, and she’s sore against bettin’ and wudgerin’ and gemblin’, and she’ll no let me take my champion bird Wee Free over the door.’


‘Chust that!’ said Para Handy. ‘That’s a peety. Weel, weel, the pund’ll come in handy. I’ll chust go away down to the shupping-box and lift it. Seeing I won, I’ll stand you a drink.’


The Brodick man maintained with warmth that as Para Handy had not yet lodged his stake of a pound the match was off; an excited discussion followed, and the upshot was a compromise. The Brodick man, having failed to produce his bird, was to forfeit ten shillings, and treat the crew of the Vital Spark.


They were being treated, and the ten shillings were in Para Handy’s possession, when the Brodick sportsman rose to make some disconcerting remark.


‘You think you are very smert, Macfarlane,’ he said, addressing the captain. ‘You are thinkin’ you did a good stroke to get the ten shullin’s, but if you wass smerter it iss not the ten shullin’s you would have at aal, but the pound. I had you fine, Macfarlane. My wife never said a word aboot the wudger, but my bird is in the pook10, and couldna sing a note this week. That’s the way I backed oot.’


Para Handy displayed neither resentment nor surprise. He took a deep draught of beer out of a quart pot, and then smiled with mingled tolerance and pity on the Brodick man.


‘Ay, ay!’ he said, ‘and you think you have done a smert thing. You have mich caause to be ashamed of yourself. You are nothing better than a common swundler. But och, it doesna matter; the fact iss, oor bird’s deid.’


‘Deid!’ cried the Brodick man. ‘What do you mean by deid?’


‘Chust that it’s no’ livin’,’ said Para Handy coolly. ‘Dougie and me bought wan in the Bird Market, and Dougie was carryin’ it doon to the vessel in a sugar-poke when he met some fellows he kent in Chamaica Street, and went for a dram, or maybe two. Efter a while he didna mind what he had in the poke, and he put it in his troosers pockets, thinkin’ it wass something extra for the Sunday’s dinner. When he brought the poor wee bird oot of his pocket in the mornin’, it wass chust a’ remains.’









3. The Malingerer


The crew of the Vital Spark were all willing workers, except the Tar, who was usually as tired when he rose in the morning as when he went to bed. He said himself it was his health, and that he had never got his strength right back since he had the whooping-cough twice when he was a boy. The captain was generally sympathetic, and was inclined to believe the Tar was destined to have a short life unless he got married and had a wife to look after him. ‘A wife’s the very thing for you,’ he would urge; ‘it’s no’ canny1, a man as delicate as you to be having nobody to depend on.’


‘I couldna afford a wife,’ the Tar always maintained. ‘They’re all too grand for the like of me.’


‘Och ay! but you might look aboot you and find a wee, no’ aawfu’ bonny wan,’ said Para Handy.


‘If she was blin’, or the like of that, you would have a better chance of gettin’ her,’ chimed in Dougie, who always scoffed at the Tar’s periodical illnesses, and cruelly ascribed his lack of energy to sheer laziness.


The unfortunate Tar’s weaknesses always seemed to come on him when there was most to do. It generally took the form of sleepiness, so that sometimes when he was supposed to be preparing the dinner he would be found sound asleep on the head of a bucket, with a half-peeled potato in his hand. He once crept out of the fo’c’sle rubbing his eyes after a twelve-hours’ sleep, saying, ‘Tell me this and tell me no more, am I going to my bed or comin’ from it?’


But there was something unusual and alarming about the illness which overtook the Tar on their way up Loch Fyne to lift a cargo of timber. First he had shivers all down his back; then he got so stiff that he could not bend to lift a bucket, but had to kick it along the deck in front of him, which made Dougie admiringly say, ‘Man! you are an aawful handy man with your feet, Colin’; his appetite, he declared, totally disappeared immediately after an unusually hearty breakfast composed of six herrings and two eggs; and finally he expressed his belief that there was nothing for it but his bed.


‘I’ll maybe no trouble you long, boys,’ he moaned lugubriously. ‘My heid’s birling roond that fast that I canna even mind my own name two meenutes.’


‘You should write it on a wee bit paper,’ said Dougie unfeelingly, ‘and keep it inside your bonnet, so that you could look it up at any time you were needin’.’


Para Handy had kinder feelings, and told the Tar to go and lie down for an hour or two and take a wee drop of something.


‘Maybe a drop of brandy would help me,’ said the Tar, promptly preparing to avail himself of the captain’s advice.


‘No, not brandy; a drop of good Brutish spurits will suit you better, Colin,’ said the captain, and went below to dispense the prescription himself.


The gusto with which the Tar swallowed the prescribed dram of British spirits and took a chew of tobacco after it to enhance the effect, made Para Handy somewhat suspicious, and he said so to Dougie when he got on deck, leaving the Tar already in a gentle slumber.


‘The rascal’s chust scheming,’ said Dougie emphatically. ‘There iss nothing in the world wrong with him but the laziness. If you’ll notice, he aalways gets no weel when we’re going to lift timber, because it iss harder on him at the winch.’


The captain was indignant, and was for going down there and then with a rope’s-end to rouse the patient, but Dougie confided to him a method of punishing the malingerer and at the same time getting some innocent amusement for themselves.


Dinner-time came round. The Tar instinctively wakened and lay wondering what they would take down to him to eat. The Vital Spark was puff-puffing her deliberate way up the loch, and there was an unusual stillness on deck. It seemed to the Tar that the captain and Dougie were moving about on tiptoe and speaking in whispers. The uncomfortable feeling this created in his mind was increased when his two shipmates came down with slippers on instead of their ordinary sea-boots, creeping down the companion with great caution, carrying a bowl of gruel.


‘What’s that for?’ asked the Tar sharply. ‘Are you going to paste up any bills?’


‘Wheest, Colin,’ said Para Handy, in a sick-room whisper. ‘You must not excite yourself, but take this gruel. It’ll do you no herm. Poor fellow, you’re looking aawful bad.’ They hung over his bunk with an attitude of chastened grief, and Dougie made to help him to the gruel with a spoon as if he were unable to feed himself.


‘Have you no beef?’ asked the Tar, looking at the gruel with disgust. ‘I’ll need to keep up my strength with something more than gruel.’


‘You daurna for your life take anything but gruel,’ said the captain sorrowfully. ‘It would be the daith of you at wance to take beef, though there’s plenty in the pot. Chust take this, like a good laad, and don’t speak. My Chove! you are looking far through.’


‘Your nose is as sherp as a preen2,’ said Dougie in an awed whisper, and with a piece of engine-room waste wiped the brow of the Tar, who was beginning to perspire with alarm.


‘I don’t think I’m so bad ass aal that,’ said the patient. ‘It wass chust a turn; a day in my bed ’ll put me aal right – or maybe two.’


They shook their heads sorrowfully, and the captain turned away as if to hide a tear. Dougie blew his nose with much ostentation and stifled a sob.


‘What’s the metter wi’ you?’ asked the Tar, looking at them in amazement and fear.


‘Nothing, nothing, Colin,’ said the captain. ‘Don’t say a word. Iss there anything we could get for you?’


‘My heid’s bad yet,’ the patient replied. ‘Perhaps a drop of spurits—’


‘There’s no’ another drop in the ship,’ said the captain.


The patient moaned. ‘And I don’t suppose there’s any beer either?’ he said hopelessly.


He was told there was no beer, and instructed to cry if he was requiring any one to come to his assistance, after which the two nurses crept quietly on deck again, leaving him in a very uneasy frame of mind.


They got into the quay late in the afternoon, and the captain and mate came down again quietly, with their caps in their hands, to discover the Tar surreptitiously smoking in his bunk to dull the pangs of hunger that now beset him, for they had given him nothing since the gruel.


‘It’s not for you, it’s not for you at aal, smokin’!’ cried Para Handy in horror, taking the pipe out of his hand. ‘With the trouble you have, smoking drives it in to the hert and kills you at wance.’


‘What trouble do you think it iss?’ asked the patient seriously.


‘Dougie says it’s – it’s – what did you say it wass, Dougie?’


‘It’s convolvulus in the inside,’ said Dougie solemnly; ‘I had two aunties that died of it in their unfancy.’


‘I’m going to get up at wance!’ said the Tar, making to rise, but they thrust him back in his blankets, saying the convolvulus would burst at the first effort of the kind he made.


He began to weep. ‘Fancy a trouble like that coming on me, and me quite young!’ he said, pitying himself seriously. ‘There wass never wan in oor femily had it.’


‘It’s sleep brings it on,’ said Dougie, with the air of a specialist who would ordinarily charge a fee of ten guineas – ‘sleep and sitting doon. There iss nothing to keep off convolvulus but exercise and rising early in the morning. Poor fellow! But you’ll maybe get better; when there’s hope there’s life. The captain and me wass wondering if there wass anything we could buy ashore for you – some grapes, maybe, or a shullin’ bottle of sherry wine.’


‘Mercy on me! am I ass far through ass that?’ said the Tar.


‘Or maybe you would like Macphail, the enchineer, to come doon and read the Scruptures a while to you,’ said Para Handy.


‘Macphail!’ cried the poor Tar; ‘I wudna let a man like that read a song-book to me.’


They clapped him affectionately on the shoulders; Dougie made as if to shake his hand, and checked himself; then the captain and mate went softly on deck again, and the patient was left with his fears. He felt utterly incapable of getting up.


Para Handy and his mate went up the town and had a dram with the local joiner, who was also undertaker. With this functionary in their company they were moving towards the quay when Dougie saw in a grocer’s shop-door a pictorial card bearing the well-known monkey portrait3 advertising a certain soap that won’t wash clothes. He went chuckling into the shop, made some small purchase, and came out the possessor of the picture. Half an hour later, when it was dark, and the Tar was lying in an agony of hunger which he took to be the pains of internal convolvulus, Para Handy, Dougie, and the joiner came quietly down to the fo’c’sle, where he lay. They had no lamp, but they struck matches and looked at him in his bunk with countenances full of pity.


‘A nose as sherp as a preen,’ said Dougie; ‘it must be the galloping kind of convolvulus.’


‘Here’s Macintyre the joiner would like to see you, Colin,’ said Para Handy, and in the light of a match the patient saw the joiner cast a rapid professional eye over his proportions.


‘What’s the joiner wantin’ here?’ said the Tar with a frightful suspicion.


‘Nothing, Colin, nothing – six by two – I wass chust passing – six by two – chust passing, and the captain asked me in to see you. It’s – six by two, six by two – it’s no’ very healthy weather we’re havin’. Chust that!’


The fo’c’sle was in darkness and the Tar felt already as if he was dead and buried. ‘Am I lookin’ very bad?’ he ventured to ask Dougie.


‘Bad’s no’ the name for it,’ said Dougie. ‘Chust look at yourself in the enchineer’s looking-gless.’ He produced from under his arm the engineer’s little mirror, on the face of which he had gummed the portrait of the monkey cut out from the soap advertisement, which fitted neatly into the frame. The captain struck a match, and in its brief and insufficient light the Tar looked at himself, as he thought, reflected in the glass.


‘Man, I’m no’ that awful changed either; if I had a shave and my face washed. I don’t believe it’s convolvulus at aal,’ said he, quite hopefully, and jumped from his bunk.


For the rest of the week he put in the work of two men.









4. Wee Teeny


The last passenger steamer to sail that day from Ardrishaig was a trip from Rothesay. It was Glasgow Fair Saturday1, and Ardrishaig Quay was black with people. There was a marvellously stimulating odour of dulse2, herring, and shellfish, for everybody carried away in a handkerchief a few samples of these marine products that are now the only seaside souvenirs not made in Germany.3 The Vital Spark, in ballast, Clydeward bound, lay inside the passenger steamer, ready to start when the latter had got under weigh, and Para Handy and his mate meanwhile sat on the fo’c’sle-head of ‘the smertest boat in the tred’ watching the frantic efforts of lady excursionists to get their husbands on the steamer before it was too late, and the deliberate efforts of the said husbands to slink away up the village again just for one more drink. Wildly the steamer hooted from her siren, fiercely clanged her bell, vociferously the captain roared upon his bridge, people aboard yelled eagerly to friends ashore to hurry up, and the people ashore as eagerly demanded to know what all the hurry was about, and where the bleezes was Wull. Women loudly defied the purser to let the ship go away without their John, for he had paid his money for his ticket, and though he was only a working man his money was as good as anybody else’s; and John, on the quay, with his hat thrust back on his head, his thumbs in the armholes of his waistcoat and a red handkerchief full of dulse at his feet, gave a display of step-dancing that was responsible for a great deal of the congestion of traffic at the shore end of the gangway.


Among the crowd who had got on board was a woman with eleven children. She was standing on the paddle-box counting them to make sure – five attached to the basket that had contained their food for the day, the other four clinging to her gown, and one in her arms. ‘Yin, twa, three, fower, and fower’s eight, and twa’s ten, and then there’s Wee Teeny wi’ her faither doon the caibin.’ She was quite serene. If she could have seen that the father – at that moment in the fore-saloon singing







In the guid auld summer time,


In the guid auld summer time,


She’ll be your tootsy-wootsy


In the guid auld summer time





– had no Wee Teeny with him, she would have been distracted. As it was, however, the steamer was miles on her way when a frantic woman with ten crying children all in a row behind her, and a husband miraculously sobered, made a vain appeal to the captain to go back to Ardrishaig for her lost child.


The child was discovered on the quay by the local police ten minutes after the excursion steamer had started, and just when Para Handy was about to cast off the pawls. She was somewhere about three years old, and the only fact that could be extracted from her was that her name was Teeny. There had probably not been a more contented and self-possessed person on Ardrishaig Quay that day: she sucked her thumb with an air of positive relish, smiled on the slightest provocation, and showed the utmost willingness to go anywhere with anybody.


‘The poor wee cratur!’ said Para Handy sympathetically. ‘She minds me fearfully of my brother Cherlie’s twuns. I wudna wonder but she’a twuns too; that would be the way the mistake would be made in leavin’ her; it’s such a terrible thing drink. I’m no’ goin’ to ask you, Dougie, to do anything you wudna like, but what would you be sayin’ to us takin’ the wean wi’ us and puttin’ her ashore at Rothesay? Mind you, chust if you like yoursel’.’


‘It’s your own vessel, you’re the skipper of her, and I’m sure and I have no objections, at aal at aal,’ said Dougie quite heartily, and it was speedily arranged with the police that a telegram should be sent to wait the captain of the excursion steamer at Rothesay, telling him the lost child was following in the steam-lighter Vital Spark.


Macphail the engineer, and the Tar, kept the child in amusement with pocket-knives, oil-cans, cotton-waste, and other maritime toys, while the captain and Dougie went hurriedly up the village for stores for the unexpected passenger.


‘You’ll not need that mich,’ was Dougie’s opinion; ‘she’ll fall asleep as soon as it’s dark, and no’ wake till we put her ashore at Rothesay.’


‘Ah, but you canna be sure o’ them at that age,’ said the captain. ‘My brother Cherlie wass merrit on a low-country woman, and the twuns used to sit up at night and greet in the two languages, Gaalic and Gleska, till he had to put plugs4 in them.’


‘God bless me! plugs?’ said Dougie astonished.


‘Ay, chust plugs,’ said the captain emphatically. ‘You’ll see them often. They’re made of kahouchy5, with a bone ring on them for screwing them on and off. It’s the only thing for stopping them greetin’.’


The adventures of Wee Teeny from this stage may be better told as Para Handy told it to me some time afterwards.


‘To let you ken,’ he said, ‘I wass feared the wean would sterve. Nothing in the ship but sea biscuits and salt beef. I went into wan shop and got a quart of milk on draught, half a pound of boiled ham the same as they have at funerals, and a tin tinny For a Good Girl. Dougie wasna slack either; he went into another shop and got thruppence worth of sweeties and a jumpin’-jeck. It wass as nice a thing ass ever you saw to see the wee cratur sittin’ on the hatches eatin’ away and drinkin’ wi’ the wan hand, and laughing like anything at the jumpin’-jeck wi’ the other. I never saw the ship cheerier; it wass chust sublime. If Dougie wass here himsel’ he would tell you. Everything wass going first-rate, and I wass doon below washing my face and puttin’ on my other jecket and my watchchain oot o’ respect for the passenger, when Dougie came doon in a hurry wi’ a long face on him, and says—


‘ “She’s wantin’ ta-ta.”


‘ “Mercy on us, she canna be more ta-ta than she iss unless we throw her over the side,” I says to Dougie. But I went up on dake and told her she would be ta-ta in no time becaase the ship was loggin’ six knots and the wind wi’ us.


‘ “Ta-ta,” says she, tuggin’ my whuskers the same as if I wass merrit on her – ah, man! she wass a nice wee thing. And that good-natured! The best I could do wass to make the Tar show her the tattoo marks on his legs, and Dougie play the trump (Jew’s harp), and when she wass tired o’ that I carried her up and doon the dake singin’ “Auld Lang Syne” till she was doverin’ over.


‘ “She’s goin’ to sleep noo,” I says to Dougie, and we put her in my bunk wi’ her clothes on. She wanted her clothes off, but I said, “Och! never mind puttin’ them off, Teeny; it’s only a habit.” Dougie said, if he minded right, they always put up a kind of prayer at that age. “Give her a start,” I says to Dougie, and he said the 23rd Psalm in Gaalic, but she didn’t understand wan word of it, and went to sleep wi’ a poke o’ sweeties in her hand.


‘We were off Ardlamont, and Macphail wass keepin’ the boat bangin’ at it to get to Rothesay before the mother went oot of her wuts, when I heard a noise doon below where Teeny wass. I ran doon and found her sittin’ up chokin’ wi’ a sweetie that wass a size too lerge for her. She wass black in the face.


‘ “Hut her on the back, Peter!” said Dougie.


‘ “Hut her yoursel’; I wudna hurt her for the world,” I says, and Dougie said he wudna do it either, but he ran up for the Tar, that hasna mich feelin’s, and the Tar saved her life. I’m tellin’ you it wass a start! We wouldna trust her below, herself, efter that, so we took her on dake again. In ten meenutes she fell down among Macphail’s engines, and nearly spoiled them. She wasna hurt a bit, but Macphail’s feelin’s wass, for she wass wantin’ the engines to her bed wi’her. She thought they were a kind of a toy. We aye keep that up on him yet.


‘ “My Chove! this wean’s no’ canny,” said Dougie, and we took her up on dake again, and put up the sail to get as mich speed oot of the vessel as we could for Rothesay. Dougie played the trump even-on to her, and the Tar walked on his hands till she was sore laughing at him. Efter a bit we took oor eyes off her for maybe two meenutes, and when we turned roond again Teeny wass fallin’ doon into the fo’c’sle.


‘ “This iss the worst cargo ever we had,” I says, takin’ her up again no’ a bit the worse. “If we don’t watch her like a hawk aal the time she’ll do something desperate before we reach Rothesay. She’ll jump over the side or crawl doon the funnel, and we’ll be black affronted.”


‘ “I wudna say but you’re right,” said Dougie. We put her sittin’ on the hatch wi’ the jumpin’-jeck, and the tin tinny For a Good Girl, and my watch and chain, Dougie’s trump, the photygraph of the Tar’s lass, and Macphail’s new carpet sluppers to play wi’, and the three of us sat roond her watchin’ she didna swallow the watch and chain.


‘When I handed her over to her mother and father on Rothesay Quay, I says to them, “I’m gled I’m no’ a mother; I would a hunder times sooner be a sailor.”


‘But it’s a nice thing a wean, too; for a week efter that we missed her awful,’ concluded the captain pensively.









5. The Mate’s Wife


That the captain of the Vital Spark should so persistently remain a bachelor surprised many people. He was just the sort of man, in many respects, who would fall an easy prey to the first woman on the look-out for a good home. He had rather a gallant way with the sex, generally said ‘mem’ to them all, regardless of class; liked their society when he had his Sunday clothes on, and never contradicted them. If he had pursued any other calling than that of mariner I think he would have been captured long ago; his escape doubtless lay in the fact that sailing about from place to place, only briefly touching at West Coast quays, and then being usually grimed with coal-dust, he had never properly roused their interest and natural sporting instincts. They never knew what a grand opportunity they were losing.


‘I’m astonished you never got married, captain,’ I said to him recently.


‘Ach, I couldn’t be bothered,’ he replied, like a man who had given the matter his consideration before now. ‘I’m that busy wi’ the ship I havena time. There’s an aawful lot of bother aboot a wife. Forbye, my hert’s in the Fital Spark – there’s no’ a smerter boat in the tred. Wait you till I get her pented!’


‘But a ship’s not a wife, captain,’ I protested.


‘No,’ said he, ‘but it’s a responsibulity. You can get a wife any time that’ll stick to you the same as if she wass riveted as long’s you draw your pay, but it takes a man with aal his senses aboot him to get a ship and keep her. And chust think on the expense! Oh, I’m not sayin’, mind you, that I’ll not try wan some day, but there’s no hurry, no, not a bit.’


‘But perhaps you’ll put it off too long,’ I said, ‘and when you’re in the humour to have them they won’t have you.’


He laughed at the very idea.


‘Man!’ he said, ‘it’s easy seen you have not studied them. I ken them like the Kyles of Bute. The captain of a steamer iss the most popular man in the wide world – popularer than the munisters themselves, and the munisters iss that popular the weemen put bird-lime in front of the Manses to catch them, the same ass if they were green-linties1. It’s worse with sea-captains – they’re that dashing, and they’re not aalways hinging aboot the hoose wi’ their sluppers on.’


‘There’s another thing,’ he added, after a little pause, ‘I couldna put up with a woman comin’ aboot the vessel every pay-day. No, no, I’m for none o’ that. Dougie’s wife’s plenty.’


‘But surely she does not invade you weekly?’ I said, surprised.


‘If the Fital Spark’s anywhere inside Ardlamont on a Setturday,’ said Para Handy, ‘she’s doon wi’ the first steamer from Gleska, and her door-key in her hand, the same ass if it wass a pistol to put to his heid. If Dougie was here himsel’ he would tell you. She’s a low-country woman, wi’ no’ a word o’ Gaalic, so that she canna understand Dougie at his best. When it comes to bein’ angry in English, she can easy bate him. Oh, a cluvver woman: she made Dougie a Rechabite2, and he’s aalways wan when he’s at home, and at keepin’ him trum and tidy in his clothes she’s chust sublime. But she’s no’ canny aboot a ship. The first week efter she merried him we were lyin’ at Innellan, and doon she came on the Setturday wi’ her door-key at full cock. When Dougie saw her comin’ doon the quay he got white, and turned to me, sayin’, “Peter, here’s the Mustress; I wish I hadna touched that dram, she’ll tell it on me, and I’m no’ feared for her, but it would hurt her feelings.”


‘ “Man!” I said, “you’re an aawful tumid man for a sailor; but haste you doon the fo’c’sle and you’ll get a poke of peppermint sweeties in my other pocket I had for the church tomorrow. Chust you go like the duvvle, and I’ll keep her in conversation till you get your breath shifted.”


‘Dougie bolted doon below, and wass up in a shot. “I got the sweeties, Peter,” he said, “but, oh! she’s as cunning as a jyler, and she’ll chalouse something if she smells the peppermints. What would you say to the whole of us takin’ wan or two sweeties so that we would be aal the same, and she wouldna suspect me?” “Very weel,” I said, “anything to obleege a mate,” and when the good leddy reached the side of the vessel the enchineer and the Tar and me and Dougie wass standin’ in a row eating peppermints till you would think it wass the front sate of the Tobermory Free Church.


‘ “It’s a fine day and an awfu’ smell o’ losengers,” was the first words she said when she put her two feet on the deck. And she looked very keen at her man.


‘ “It is that, mem,” I said. “It’s the cargo.”


‘ “What cargo?” said she, looking at Dougie harder than ever. “I’ll cargo him!”


‘ “I mean the cargo of the boat, mem,” I said quite smert. “It’s a cheneral cargo, and there’s six ton of peppermint sweeties for the Tarbert fishermen.”


‘ “What in the wide world dae the Tarbert fishermen dae wi’ sae mony sweeties?” said she.


‘ “Och, it’s chust to keep them from frightening away the herrin’ when they’re oot at the fishin’,” I said. Man! I’m tellin’ you I had aal my wuts aboot me that day! It wass lucky for us the hatches wass doon, so that she couldna see the cargo we had in the hold. There wasna wan sweetie in it.


‘I couldna but be nice to the woman, for she wasna my wife, so I turned a bucket upside doon and gave her a sate, and let on that Dougie was chust ass mich a man of consequence on the Fital Spark as myself. It does not do to let a wife see wi’ her own eyes that her man iss under you in your chob, for when she’ll get him at home she’ll egg him on to work harder and get your place, and where are you then, eh! where are you then, I’m asking? She wass a cluvver woman but she had no sense. “Weel,” said she, “I don’t think muckle o’ yer boat. I thocht it was a great big boat, wi’ a cabin in it. Instead o’ that, it’s jist a wee coal yin.”


‘Man! do you know that vexed me; I say she wasna the kind of woman Dougie should have merried at aal, at aal. Dougie’s a chentleman like mysel’; he would never hurt your feelings unless he wass tryin’.3


‘ “There’s nothing wrong with the Fital Spark, mem,” I said to her. “She’s the most namely ship in the tred; they’ll be writing things aboot her in the papers, and men often come to take photographs of her.”


‘She chust sniffed her nose at that, the way merrit women have, and said, “Jist fancy that!”


‘ “Yes; chust fancy it!” I said to her. “Six knots in a gale of wind if Macphail the enchineer is in good trum, and maybe seven if it’s Setturday, and him in a hurry to get home. She has the finest lines of any steamboat of her size coming oot of Clyde; if her lum wass pented yellow and she had a bottom strake or two of green, you would take her for a yat. Perhaps you would be thinkin’ we should have a German band4 on board of her, with the heid fuddler goin’ aboot gaitherin’ pennies in a shell, and the others keekin’ over the ends of their flutes and cornucopias for fear he’ll pocket some. What? H’m! Chust that!”


‘Efter a bit she said she would like to see what sort of place her man and the rest of us slept in, so there was nothing for it but to take her doon to the fo’c’sle, though it wass mich against my will. When she saw the fo’c’sle she wass nestier than ever. She said “Surely this iss not a place for Christian men”; and I said, “No, mem, but we’re chust sailors.”


‘ “There’s nae richt furniture in’t,” she said.


‘ “Not at present, mem,” I said. “Perhaps you were expectin’ a piano,” but, och! she wass chust wan of them Gleska women, she didna know life. She went away up the toon there and then, and came back wi’ a bit of waxcloth, a tin of black soap, a grocer’s calendar, and a wee lookin’-gless, hung her bonnet and the door-key on a cleat, and started scrubbin’ oot the fo’c’sle. Man, it wass chust peetiful! There wass a damp smell in the fo’c’sle I could feel for months efter, and I had a cold in my heid for a fortnight. When she had the floor of the fo’c’sle scrubbed, she laid the bit of waxcloth, got two nails from the Tar, and looked for a place to hang up the calendar and the wee lookin’-gless, though there wass not mich room for ornaments of the kind. “That’s a little mair tidy-like” she said when she was feenished, and she came up lookin’ for something else to wash. The Tar saw the danger and went ashore in a hurry.


‘ “Are ye merrit?” she asked me before she left the vessel wi’ Dougie’s pay.


‘ “No, mem,” I said, “I’m not merrit yet.”


‘ “I could easy see that,” she said, sniffin’ her nose again, the same ass if I wass not a captain at aal, but chust before the mast. “I could easy see that. It’s time you were hurryin’ up. I ken the very wife wad suit you; she’s a kizzen5 o’ my ain, a weedow wumman no’ a bit the worse o’ the wear.”


‘ “Chust that!” said I, “but I’m engaged.”


‘ “Wha to?” she asked quite sherp, no’ very sure o’ me.


‘ “To wan of the Maids of Bute, mem,” I told her, meanin’ yon two pented stones you see from the steamer in the Kyles of Bute; and her bein’ a Gleska woman, and not traivelled mich, she thocht I wass in earnest.


‘ “I don’t ken the faimily,” she said, “but it’s my opeenion you wad be better wi’ a sensible weedow.”


‘ “Not at aal, mem,” I said, “a sailor couldna have a better wife nor wan of the Maids of Bute; he’ll maybe no’ get mich tocher with her, but she’ll no’ come huntin’ the quays for him or his wages on the Setturday.” ’









6. Para Handy – Poacher


The Vital Spark was lying at Greenock with a cargo of scrap-iron, on the top of which was stowed loosely an extraordinary variety of domestic furniture, from bird cages to cottage pianos. Para Handy had just had the hatches off when I came to the quay-side, and he was contemplating the contents of his hold with no very pleasant aspect.


‘Rather a mixed cargo!’ I ventured to say.


‘Muxed’s no’ the word for’t,’ he said bitterly. ‘It puts me in mind of an explosion. It’s a flittin’1 from Dunoon. There would be no flittin’s in the Fital Spark if she wass my boat. But I’m only the captain, och aye! I’m only the captain, thirty-five shullin’s a-week and liberty to put on a pea-jecket. To be puttin’ scrap-iron and flittin’s in a fine smert boat like this iss carryin’ coals aboot in a coach and twice. It would make any man use Abyssinian language.’


‘Abyssinian language?’ I repeated, wondering.


‘Chust that, Abyssinian language – swearing, and the like of that, you ken fine, yoursel’, withoot me tellin’ you. Fancy puttin’ a flittin’ in the Fital Spark! You would think she wass a coal-laary, and her with two new coats of pent out of my own pocket since the New Year.’


‘Have you been fishing?’ I asked, desirous to change the subject, which was, plainly, a sore one with the captain. And I indicated a small fishing-net which was lying in the bows.


‘Chust the least wee bit touch,’ he said, with a very profound wink. ‘I have a bit of a net there no’ the size of a pocket-naipkin, that I use noo and then at the river-mooths. I chust put it doon – me and Dougie – and whiles a salmon or a sea-troot meets wi’ an accident and gets into’t. Chust a small bit of a net, no’ worth speakin’ aboot, no’ mich bigger nor a pocket-naipkin. They’ll be calling it a splash-net, you ken yoursel’ withoot me tellin’ you.’ And he winked knowingly again.


‘Ah, Captain!’ I said, ‘that’s bad! Poaching with a splash-net! I didn’t think you would have done it.’


‘It’s no’ me; it’s Dougie,’ he retorted promptly. ‘A fair duvvle for high jeenks, you canna keep him from it. I told him many a time that it wasna right, becaause we might be found oot and get the jyle for’t, but he says they do it on aal the smertest yats. Yes, that iss what he said to me – “They do it on aal the first-cless yats; you’ll be bragging the Fital Spark iss chust ass good ass any yat, and what for would you grudge a splash-net?” ’


‘Still it’s theft, Captain,’ I insisted. ‘And it’s very, very bad for the rivers.’


‘Chust that!’ he said complacently. ‘You’ll likely be wan of them fellows that goes to the hotels for the fushing in the rivers. There’s more sport aboot a splash-net; if Dougie wass here he would tell you.’


‘I don’t see where the sport comes in,’ I remarked, and he laughed contemptuously.


‘Sport!’ he exclaimed. ‘The best going. There wass wan time yonder we were up Loch Fyne on a Fast Day2, and no’ a shop open in the place to buy onything for the next mornin’s breakfast. Dougie says to me, “What do you think yoursel’ aboot takin’ the punt and the small bit of net no’ worth mentionin’, and going doon to the river mooth when it’s dark and seeing if we’ll no’ get a fush?”


‘ “It’s a peety to be poaching on the Fast Day,” I said to him.


‘ “But it’s no’ the Fast Day in oor parish,” he said. “We’ll chust give it a trial, and if there’s no fush at the start we’ll come away back again.” Oh! a consuderate fellow, Dougie; he saw my poseetion at wance, and that I wasna awfu’ keen to be fushin’ wi’ a splash-net on the Fast Day. The end and the short of it wass that when it wass dark we took the net and the punt and rowed doon to the river and began to splash. We had got a fine haul at wance of six great big salmon, and every salmon Dougie would be takin’ oot of the net he would be feeling it all over in a droll way, till I said to him, “What are you feel-feelin’ for, Dougie, the same ass if they had pockets on them? I’m sure they’re all right.”


‘ “Oh, yes,” he says, “right enough, but I wass frightened they might be the laird’s3 salmon, and I wass lookin’ for the luggage label on them. There’s none. It’s all right; they’re chust wild salmon that nobody planted.”4


‘Weel, we had got chust ass many salmon ass we had any need for when somebody birled a whustle5, and the river watchers put off in a small boat from a point outside of us to catch us. There wass no gettin’ oot of the river mooth, so we left the boat and the net and the fush and ran ashore, and by-and-by we got up to the quay and on board the Fital Spark, and paaused and consudered things.


‘ “They’ll ken it’s oor boat,” said Dougie, and his clothes wass up to the eyes in salmon scales.


‘ “There’s no doo’t aboot that,” I says. “If it wassna the Fast Day I wouldna be so vexed; it’ll be an awful disgrace to be found oot workin’ a splash-net on the Fast Day. And it’s a peety aboot the boat, it wass a good boat, I wish we could get her back.”


‘ “Ay, it’s a peety we lost her,” said Dougie; “I wonder in the wide world who could have stole her when we were doon the fo’c’sle at oor supper?” Oh, a smert fellow, Dougie! when he said that I saw at wance what he meant.


‘ “I’ll go up this meenute and report it to the polis office,” I said quite firm, and Dougie said he would go with me too, but that we would need to change oor clothes, for they were covered with fush-scales. We changed oor clothes and went up to the sercheant of polis, and reported that somebody had stolen oor boat.


He wass sittin’ readin’ his Bible, it bein’ the Fast Day, wi’ specs on, and he keeked up at us, and said, “You are very spruce, boys, with your good clothes on at this time of the night.”


‘ “We aalways put on oor good clothes on the Fital Spark on a Fast Day,” I says to him; “it’s as little as we can do, though we don’t belong to the parish.”


‘Next day there wass a great commotion in the place aboot some blackguards doon at the river mooth poachin’ with a splash-net. The Factor6 wass busy, and the heid gamekeeper wass busy, and the polis wass busy. We could see them from the dake of the Fital Spark goin’ aboot buzzin’ like bum-bees.


‘ “Stop you!” said Dougie to me aal of a sudden. “They’ll be doon here in a chiffy, and findin’ us with them scales on oor clothes – we’ll have to put on the Sunday wans again.”


‘ “But they’ll smell something if they see us in oor Sunday clothes,” I said. “It’s no’ the Fast Day the day.”


‘ “Maybe no’ here,” said Dougie, “but what’s to hinder it bein’ the Fast Day in oor own parish?”


‘We put on oor Sunday clothes again, and looked the Almanac to see if there wass any word in it of a Fast Day any place that day, but there wass nothing in the Almanac but tides, and the Battle of Waterloo, and the weather for next winter. That’s the worst of Almanacs; there’s nothing in them you want. We were fair bate for a Fast Day any place, when the Tar came up and asked me if he could get to the funeral of a cousin of his in the place at two o’clock.


‘ “A funeral!” said Dougie. “The very thing. The captain and me’ll go to the funeral too. That’s the way we have on oor Sunday clothes.” Oh, a smert, smert fellow, Dougie!


‘We had chust made up oor mind it wass the funeral we were dressed for, and no’ a Fast Day any place, when the polisman and the heid gamekeeper came doon very suspeecious, and said they had oor boat. “And what’s more,” said the gamekeeper, “there’s a splash-net and five stone of salmon in it. It hass been used, your boat, for poaching.”


‘ “Iss that a fact?” I says. “I hope you’ll find the blackguards,” and the gamekeeper gave a grunt, and said somebody would suffer for it, and went away busier than ever. But the polis sercheant stopped behind. “You’re still in your Sunday clothes, boys,” said he; “what iss the occasion today?”


‘ “We’re going to the funeral,” I said.


‘ “Chust that! I did not know you were untimate with the diseased,” said the sercheant.


‘ “Neither we were,” I said, “but we are going oot of respect for Colin.” And we went to the funeral, and nobody suspected nothin’, but we never got back the boat, for the gamekeeper wass chust needin’ wan for a brother o’ his own. Och, ay! there’s wonderful sport in a splash-net.’









7. The Sea Cook


The tar’s duties included cooking for the ship’s company. He was not exactly a chef who would bring credit to a first-class club or restaurant, but for some time after he joined the Vital Spark there was no occasion to complain of him. Quite often he would wash the breakfast-cups to have them clean for tea in the evening, and it was only when in a great hurry he dried plates with the ship’s towel. But as time passed, and he found his shipmates not very particular about what they ate, he grew a little careless. For instance, Para Handy was one day very much annoyed to see the Tar carry forward the potatoes for dinner in his cap.


‘That’s a droll way to carry potatoes, Colin,’ he said mildly.


‘Och! they’ll do no herm; it’s only an old kep anyway,’ said the Tar. ‘Catch me usin’ my other kep for potatoes!’


‘It wass not exactly your kep I wass put aboot for,’ said the captain. ‘It wass chust running in my mind that maybe some sort of a dish would be nater and genteeler.1 I’m no’ compleenin’, mind you, I’m chust mentioning it.’


‘Holy smoke!’ said the Tar. ‘You’re getting to be aawful polite wi’ your plates for potatoes, and them no peeled!’


But the want of variety in the Tar’s cooking grew worse and worse each voyage, and finally created a feeling of great annoyance to the crew. It was always essence of coffee, and herring – fresh, salt, kippered, or red – for breakfast, sausages or stewed steak and potatoes for dinner, and a special treat in the shape of ham and eggs for Sundays. One unlucky day for the others of the crew, however, he discovered the convenience of tinned corned beef, and would feed them on that for dinner three or four days a week. Of course they commented on this prevalence of tinned food, which the engineer with some humour always called ‘malleable mule’, but the Tar had any number of reasons ready for its presence on the midday board.


‘Sorry, boys,’ he would say affably, ‘but this is the duvvle of a place; no’ a bit of butcher meat to be got in’t till Wednesday, when it comes wi’ the boat from Gleska.’ Or ‘The fire went oot on me, chaps, chust when I wass making a fine thing. Wait you till Setturday, and we’ll have something rare!’


‘Ay, ay; live, old horse, and you’ll get corn,’ the captain would say under these circumstances, as he artistically carved the wedge of American meat. ‘It’s a mercy to get anything; back in your plate, Dougie.’


It became at last unbearable, and while the Tar was ashore one day in Tarbert, buying bottled coffee and tinned meat in bulk, a conference between the captain, the engineer, and the mate took place.


‘I’m no’ going to put up wi’t any longer,’ said the engineer emphatically. ‘It’s all very well for them that has no thinking to do wi’ their heids to eat tinned mule even on, but an engineer that’s thinking aboot his engines all the time, and sweatin’ doon in a temperature o’ 120, needs to keep his strength up.’


‘What sort o’ heid-work are you talking aboot?’ said the captain. ‘Iss it readin’ your penny novelles? Hoo’s Lady Fitzgerald’s man gettin’ on?’ This last allusion was to Macphail’s passion for penny fiction, and particularly to a novelette story over which the engineer had once been foolish enough some years before to show great emotion.


‘I move,’ said Dougie, breaking in on what promised to be an unprofitable altercation – ‘I move that the Tar be concurred.’


‘Concurred!’ said the engineer, with a contemptuous snort. ‘I suppose you mean censured?’


‘It’s the same thing, only spelled different,’ said the mate.


‘What’s censured?’ asked the captain.


‘It’s giving a fellow a duvvle of a clourin’2,’ answered Dougie promptly.


‘No, no, I wouldna care to do that to the Tar. Maybe he’s doin’ the best he can, poor chap. The Tar never saw mich high life before he came on my boat, and we’ll have to make an allowance for that.’


‘Herrin’ for breakfast seven days a week! it’s a fair scandal,’ said the engineer. ‘If you were maister in your own boat, Macfarlane, you would have a very different kind of man makin’ your meat for you.’


‘There’s not mich that iss wholesomer than a good herrin’,’ said Para Handy. ‘It’s a fush that’s chust sublime. But I’ll not deny it would be good to have a change noo and then, if it wass only a finnen haddie3.’


‘I have a cookery book o’ the wife’s yonder at home I’ll bring wi’ me the next time we’re in Gleska, and it’ll maybe give him a tip or two,’ said the engineer, and this was, in the meantime, considered the most expedient thing to do.


Next trip, on the way to Brodick on a Saturday with a cargo of bricks, the Tar was delicately approached by the captain, who had the cookery book in his hand. ‘That wass a nice tender bit of tinned beef we had the day, Colin,’ he said graciously. ‘Capital, aal-together! I could live myself on tinned beef from wan end of the year to the other, but Dougie and the enchineer there’s compleenin’ that you’re givin’ it to them too often. You would think they were lords! But perhaps I shouldna blame them, for the doctor told the enchineer he should take something tasty every day, and Dougie’s aye frightened for tinned meat since ever he heard that the enchineer wance killed a man in the Australian bush.4 What do you say yoursel’ to tryin’ something fancy in the cookery line?’


‘There’s some people hard to please,’ said the Tar; ‘I’m sure I’m doin’ the best I can to satisfy you aal. Look at them red herrin’s I made this mornin’!’
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