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TO a generous public little apology
will be necessary for offering to
their patronage the Story of an Individual,
who, under circumstances the
most depressing in their nature, has
been, for a considerable part of a long
life, their assiduous and useful servant.

The Blind, in all ages and countries,
have engaged, in a peculiar degree, the
sympathy of mankind;—and, where
original poverty has been annexed to
their misfortune, it has been esteemed
the utmost exertion in their favour, to
enable them to minister to the amusement
of society, as the only means for
keeping them independent of it: To
this general rule, however, a surprising
exception is here shewn; and it is fortunate
for the credibility of this little
piece, that it is given to the world during
the life-time not only of its HERO,



but of many others who were witnesses
of the various extraordinary facts
it contains.

It is fit, however, to notice the
disadvantages under which it now
makes its appearance;—and which,
from circumstances, were unavoidable:
The person whose task it was
to render it, in some degree, fit for
the press, had much difficulty to encounter
in arranging the dates, scarce
any attention having been paid to
chronological order; and the various
anecdotes having been set down, as
the recollection of them arose in the
mind of the narrator, by an amanuensis
wholly unqualified for the purpose,
and given in a language intelligible to
those only who are well acquainted
with the Yorkshire dialect.—To those
inaccuracies was added, a literal disrespect
of persons; the first and third
being indiscriminately used throughout.
To avoid constantly-recurring



egotisms, the preference is here given
to the third person; though it is feared
even that will be found too often in
the proper name, where it might have
been, in many instances, supplied by
the pronoun.—But a long absence
having necessarily suspended the attention
of the Editor, and the desire
for publication before the close of the
Harrogate season being urgent, he is
not allowed time to correct his own
errors. For the same reason, the part
containing an account of the share
which Metcalf bore under the late
Colonel Thornton, in his expedition
against the rebels; his various undertakings
as a road-maker, &c. have
received little other correction than
what could be given by interlineation.
Throughout, however, not the least
violence is done to the facts; to insure
the purity of which, the M. S. has been
read over to Metcalf himself, and corrected
by his desire, wherever any
little accidental error has appeared.

Though it was absolutely necessary
to bring the style into something like
grammatical order, and to purge it of
barbarisms, yet pains have been taken
to preserve its simplicity; and in some
instances, where a few sentences of
dialogue are introduced, the original
words remain. Imperfect as it is, a
hope is nevertheless entertained that
it will prove amusing; and happy
shall the Author of its Apology be, if
the profits arising from the sale shall
prove of sufficient value to smooth the
decline of a life, which, though marked
by eccentricity, has not been spent in
vain.
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JOHN METCALF was born at Knaresborough,
on the 15th of August, 1717.
When four years old, he was put to school
by his parents, who were working people,
and continued at school two years: He was
then seized with the small-pox, which rendered
him totally blind, though all possible
means were used to preserve his sight.

About six months after recovering from
the small-pox, he was able to go from his
father’s house to the end of the street, and
return, without a guide; which gave him



much spirit and satisfaction.—In the space of
three years he was able to find his way to
any part of the town of Knaresborough; and
had begun to associate with boys of his own
age, going with them to seek birds’ nests,
and for his share of the eggs and young birds
he was to climb the trees, whilst his comrades
waited at the bottom, to direct him to
the nests, and to receive what he should
throw down; and from this he was soon able
to climb any tree he was able to grasp. He
would now ramble into the lanes and fields
alone, to the distance of two or three miles,
and return. His father keeping horses, he
learned to ride, and in time became an able
horseman, a gallop being his favourite pace.
His parents having other children, at the age
of thirteen had John taught music, at which
he proved very expert; though he had conceived
more taste for the cry of a hound or
a harrier, than the sound of any instrument.

A gentleman at Knaresborough, of the
name of Woodburn, was master of a pack
of hounds:—This gentleman encouraged



Metcalf very much, by taking him to hunt
with him, and was always very desirous of
his company. Metcalf kept a couple of very
good hounds of his own.

Mr. Woodburn’s hounds being seldom
kennelled, Metcalf used to take several of
them out secretly along with his own, about
ten or eleven o’clock at night, (the hares
being then feeding); but one of the young
hounds happening to worry a couple of
lambs, it caused him to discontinue that
practise.

When about fourteen years old, his activity
of limbs, and the good success with
which his exploits were usually attended,
consoled him so greatly for the deprivation
of sight, that he was lead to imagine it was
in his power to undertake any thing, without
danger: the following adventure, however,
caused him to alter his opinion of its value.

There happened to be a plumb-tree a little
way from Knaresborough, where there had
been a house formerly.—One Sunday, Metcalf
and his companions (who were skilled in



matters of this sort) would go there, to get
some of the fruit; in these cases, Metcalf
was always appointed to ascend, for the purpose
of shaking the trees. He was accordingly
sent up to his post; but in the height
of the business, his companions gathering
below were suddenly alarmed by the appearance
of the owner of the tree, and prepared
to quit the ground with all expedition:—Metcalf
thus left to himself, soon understood
how matters were going, though the wind
was high, which prevented him from hearing
distinctly; and being inclined to follow his
comrades, in making his retreat he fell headlong
into a gravel-pit belonging to Sir Harry
Singsby, and cut a large gash in his face,
without, however, receiving any other injury
than a stun which for some time hindered his
breathing, and kept him motionless on the
ground.—His father being rather severe,
Metcalf was afraid to go home, lest his wound
should lead to a discovery of the prank he
had been engaged in.

Soon after this, (though not easily dismayed)
he and some other boys were completely
alarmed:—The church-porch at
Knaresborough being the usual place of their
meeting, they one night between eleven and
twelve o’clock assembled there; Metcalf
being generally the chief projector of their
plans: They determined to rob an orchard;
which having done, they returned to the
church-porch to divide their booty. Before
their return, a circumstance had happened
to which they were strangers, but to the
discovery of which the following little incident
led, though not immediately: There
being a large ring to the church-door, which
turned for the purpose of lifting the latch,
one of the party took hold of it, and, by
of bravado, gave a loud rap; calling out,
“A tankard of ale here!” A voice from
within answered, very loudly, “You are at
the wrong house.” This so stupified the
whole covey, that none of them could move
for some time. At length, Metcalf said,
“Did you not hear something speak in the



church?” Upon this, they all took to their
heels, and ran till they got out of the church-yard,
Metcalf running as fast as any of them.
They now held a consultation on the subject
of their fright, all equally wondering at the
voice, and none able to account satisfactorily
for it—One supposed that it might have been
some brother wag, who had put his mouth
to the key-hole of the North door; but to
this it was objected, that the reply was too
distinct and too ready to have come in that
way. At length, however, their spirits being
a little raised, they ventured again down the
flagged pavement into the church-yard; but
when they came opposite to the church, they
perceived a light, so great as inclined them
to believe that the church was on fire. They
now re-entered the church-porch, and were
nearly determined to call the parson; when
somebody within lifting the latch and making
a great noise, they again dispersed, terrified
and speechless. One of the party, (whose
name was Clemishaw) a son of the sexton,
ran home, and in a desperate fright got into



bed with his mother; all the rest, at the
same time, making the best of their way.

The cause of this panic was as follows:—An
old lady, wife of Dr. Talbot, (who had
for many years enjoyed the living of Spofforth)
dying, and her relations, who lived
at a great distance, being desirous to arrive
before her interment, ordered the body to
be kept; this being too long the case, and
the neighbours perceiving a disagreeable
smell, a request was sent to the Rev. Mr.
Collins, who ordered the sexton to be called
up to dig the grave in the church immediately:
the sexton had lighted a great
number of candles: so much for the supposition
of the church being on fire; and the
grave-digger was the person whose voice
had so terrified the apple-merchants, when
they knocked. Such, however, was the
impression, that pranks of this nature were
not repeated.

About the year 1731, Metcalf being then
fourteen years of age, a number of men
and boys made a practice of swimming in



the river Nidd, where there are many deeps
convenient for that purpose.—Metcalf resolving
to learn that art, joined the party,
and became so very expert, that his companions
did not chuse to come near him in the
water, it being his custom to seize them, send
them to the bottom, and swim over them by
way of diversion.

About this time, a soldier and another
man were drowned in the above deeps: the
former, it was supposed, was taken with the
cramp; the latter could not swim. Metcalf
was sent for to get up the bodies, and at the
fourth time of diving succeeded in bringing
up that of the soldier, which, when raised to
the surface, other swimmers carried on shore;
but life had quite left it. The other body
could not then be found.

There are very frequent floods in the river
Nidd; and it is a remarkable fact, that in the
deep places, there are eddies, or some other
causes of attraction, which will draw to the
bottom any substance, however light, which
comes within their sphere of action. Large



pieces of timber were often seen to be carried
down by the floods; these, on coming
over the deep places, were stopped for the
space of a moment, and then sunk. Upon
these occasions, Metcalf would go down and
with the greatest ease fix ropes to the wood,
which was drawn up by some persons purposely
stationed on the banks.

In the year 1732, one John Barker kept
an inn at the West end of the High Bridge,
Knaresborough. This man was a manufacturer
of linen cloth, and used to bleach his
own yarn. At one time, having brought
two packs of yarn to the river to wash, he
thought he observed a number of wool-packs
rolling towards him; but on a nearer view
it proved to be a swelling of the current, occasioned
by a sudden and very violent rain
in the neighbourhood. He had not time to
remove his yarn, so that it was swept away,
and carried through the arches of the bridge,
which stands on a rock. A little below there
is a piece of still water, supposed to be about
twenty-one feet in depth: as soon as the



yarn got to this, it sunk, except a little which
caught the skirts of the rock in going down.
Metcalf being intimate with Barker, and calling
at his house a few days after the accident,
found him lamenting his lost. Metcalf
told him that he hoped to recover his yarn
for him, but Barker smiled at the supposed
absurdity of the proposal: finding, however,
that his friend was resolved on a trial, he
consented. Metcalf then ordered some long
cart-ropes to be procured, and fixing a hook
at one end, and leaving the other to be held
by some persons on the High Bridge, he
descended, and hooking as much of the yarn
as he could at one time, he gave orders for
drawing up. In this way the whole was recovered,
with very little damage.

Some time after this, Metcalf happened to
be at Scriven, at the house of one Green, an
innkeeper.—Two persons then present had a
dispute concerning some sheep which one of
them had put into the penfold. The owner
of the sheep, (one Robert Scaif, a Knaresborough
man, and a friend of Metcalf’s)



appeared to be ill treated by the other party,
who wished to take an unfair advantage.
Metcalf perceiving that they were not likely
to agree about the damages, bade them good
night, saying he was going to Knaresborough,
but it being about the dead time of night, he
was firmly resolved to do a little friendly business
before he should get home. The penfold
being walled round, he climbed over,
and getting hold of the sheep one by one, he
fairly tossed them over the wall: the difficulty
of the service increased as the number got
less, not being so ready to catch;—he was
not, however, thereby deterred, but fully
completed the exploit.

On the return of day, the penfold door
being found fast locked, great was the surprise
on finding it untenanted, and various
the conjectures as to the rogue or rogues
who had liberated the sheep; but Metcalf
past unsuspected, and enjoyed the joke in
silence.

He continued to practice on the violin,
until he became able to play country dances.



At Knaresborough, during the winter season,
there was an assembly every fortnight, at
which he always attended, and went besides
to many other places where there was public
dancing; yet, though much employed in this
way, he still retained his fondness for hunting,
and likewise began to keep game cocks.
Whenever he went to a cock-pit, it was his
custom to place himself on the lowest seat,
and always close to some friend who was a
good judge, and who, by certain motions,
enabled him to bet, hedge, &c. If at any
time he heard of a better game cock than his
own, he was sure to get him by some means
or other, though at a hundred miles distance.
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