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This novel is dedicated to all the pupils, past and present,


who have attended Happyhansel School, Waas, Shetland,


and to their teachers.


It is also dedicated to the memory of our parents,


Alexander & Jemima Pearson,


who both loved teaching at Happyhansel.




MAPS
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Dear Reader…


This story is set a quarter of a millennium ago in a small Shetland township local people called Waas. Yes, life was different then, but are we not made of the same stuff, with similar sentiments to our forebears? We even speak in much the same way.


The broad narrative of this tale is documented in parish and other records. Almost all of the characters existed; but much is imagined and the dialogue is fictional.


Your patience is sought with the Shetland way of speaking. It is impossible to impose a foreign tongue on speakers talking with their families and neighbours. In those days, they would have faced derision for knapping! However, they will speak English where they must. Even shoe-horning the narration – let alone their private thoughts – into English feels like sacrilege.


But first, perhaps a mild indulgence by way of a prologue? Skip it if you must; there is an English translation a little further on…




Foretochts


DEY WIR BÖN ten parteeclarly grim years in Shetland: gales an caald wadder, an crops no ripenin. Fock said hit cam eftir da ‘black snaa’. Fishermen said dat cam fae Iceland. Dey wir spaek o emigration.


Da parish o Waas wisna muckle different fae idder places in Shetland in da 1770s, wi maist fock livin affa da laand an da sea, maistlins fae haand ta mooth. Hit wis haem ta twartree hunder fock, but a bit o a backwatter wi a undertow o secrets an scandals. Hit wis hard ta say whedder da laird an heritors hüld da ropps, or da kirk, fur dey wir dat weel spliced tagidder.


As you cam wast, wan peerie clim owre da Gallow Hill an Waas wid come inta view wi da isles o Linga an Vaila keepin da Atlantic at bay. Mony a ship fan shalter dere i da bosie o da parish, atween da Aester an da Waster Soond, atween da Hill o Foratwatt an da Hill o Voe.


Da croft-hooses aroond da voe wis maistlins low an taekit, wi a byre-end an maybe a barn forbye. Alang baith da aest side an da wast side o da voe – wi Germatwatt an Skeotaing luikin across da watter ta Stapness an Pointataing – dey wir strippit rigs: some years you got da staney rig or da steep een or da rig fardest fae da ebb wi hits arles o tang, but hit wis aa fairly pairtit. Some crofts wis peerier as idders but aye a coo or twa dat dey could pit tae da hill i da simmer time. Maist crofters fished tae da laird as pairt o der tenancy – der boats wid a bön lyin aff if hit wis fair wadder, or poo’d up abön da ebb if hit wis coorse.


An dey wir idder biggins dat wid a catcht da eye. Bayhaa for wan, staandin prood ithin a huddle o cotters’ hooses at Seafield, near da head o da voe. Hit wis a sombre haa wi tree storeys an eicht windows tae da front. Luikin oot ony o dat windows da Mistress o Bayhaa could see da isle o Vaila, da saet o her ain fock, da Scotts, da local laird. But Mistress Margaret wis a Scott nae langer; shö wis mairried wi John Thomas Henry o Foratwatt. He wis a laandowner or heritor, an hed a tradin sloop caa’d da Hawk. Ivery voe he slippit inta, boats wid bring him whit he wis oardered: barrels o fish oil or butter; bales o oo or dried fish.


An wha could a missed Happyhansel, da brand new scöl an scölhoose, sittin prunk apö da Hill o Voe? Or, alang da hill, set in hits ain toons sweepin doon da brae tae a pier, da terrace o hooses an da braa gairden belangin ta da Reverend James Buchan? Da widower Buchan wis bön mairried inta da land-ownin Foratwatt Henrys an aa. He wis da second husband o Margaret Bruce. Shö wis come wi a lang pedigree fae Muness Castle in Unst whaar her faider was Vice-Steward o Shetland. Laandit faemlies hed a wye o keepin a hadd o da money: nae doot shö wis hed a braa coarn.


But James Buchan wis brunt oot wi years o wark ta establish da new scöl in Waas an tryin ta keep da fock on da straicht an nairrow whin hit wis clear dat da gaet ta perdition wis a lock aesier ta traivel. Lately, since he had nae direct heir, he wis bön trang wi da legal transfer o his property ta someen at wid accept, as a burden in perpetuity, dat pairt o hit – includin da scöl an scölhoose – wid be fur da use o whaaivver wis appointit as scölmester.


Da boannie daals o Mid Waas an Dale o Waas lay wast-owre. Sannis an da farder isles o Papa an Foula wis aa pairt o Buchan’s parish, quieter dan Waas maybe at a first glance, but nae doot jöst as foo o stories an intrigue. Dey wir hardly a week at gud by ithoot a meetin o da kirk session ta hear o some pre-nuptial relations or fornicatin. Hit wis rife. An noo dey wir a rumour o adultery ta deal wi; a capital offence.


But dis isna jöst a story aboot da lairds or da merchants an idder heritors, nor aboot da meenisters or da scöl-mesters… although nae doot dey will aa play der pairt.




Prologue


THERE HAD BEEN ten particularly grim years in Shetland: gales and cold weather and crops not ripening. Folk said it came after the ‘black snow’. Fishermen said that came from Iceland. There was much talk of emigration.


The parish of Waas (Walls) wasn’t very different from other places in Shetland in the 1770s, with most folk living off the land and the sea, mainly from hand to mouth. It was home to a few hundred folk, but something of a backwater with an undertow of secrets and scandals. It was hard to say whether the laird and heritors held the ropes, or the church, for they were so well spliced together.


As you came west, one gentle climb over the Gallow Hill would slowly reveal Waas, with the isles of Linga and Vaila keeping the Atlantic at bay. Many a ship found shelter there in the bosom of the parish, between the Eastern and the Western Sound, between the Hill of Foratwatt and the Hill of Voe.


The croft-houses were mainly low and thatched, with a byre-end and maybe a barn as well. Along both the east side and the west side of the inlet, the voe – with Germatwatt and Skeotaing looking across the water to Stapness and Pointataing – there were narrow strips of fields: some years you got the stony strip or the steep one or the strip furthest from the shoreline with its timely gifts of seaweed, but it was all fairly shared out. Some crofts were smaller than others, but there was always a cow or two which they could graze on the common hill pasture in the summer time. Most crofters fished for the laird as part of their tenancy – their boats could be seen anchored in the inlet if it was fair weather, or pulled up above the shore if it was stormy.


And there were other buildings that would have caught your eye. Bayhall for one, standing tall among a huddle of cotters’ houses at Seafield, near the head of the inlet. It was a sombre hall of three storeys with eight windows at the front. Looking out through any of those windows, the Mistress of Bayhall could see the isle of Vaila, the seat of her own Scott family, the local laird. But Mistress Margaret was no longer a Scott; she was married to John Thomas Henry of Foratwatt. He was a land-owner or heritor, and had a trading sloop called the Hawk. Every inlet he slipped into, boats would bring him what he had ordered: barrels of fish oil or butter; bales of wool or dried fish.


And who could have missed Happyhansel, the brand new school and schoolhouse sitting proud on the Hill of Voe? Or, along the hill, set in its own fields sweeping down the slope to a pier, the terrace of houses and the fine walled garden belonging to the Reverend James Buchan? The widower Buchan had been married into the land-owning Foratwatt Henrys too. He was the second husband of Margaret Bruce. She had come with a long pedigree from Muness Castle in Unst where her father was Vice-Steward of Shetland. Landed families had a way of keeping a hold of the money: no doubt hers was a goodly share.


But James Buchan was burned out with years of work to establish the new school in Waas and trying to keep his parishioners on the straight and narrow when it was clear that the path to perdition was much easier to walk. Lately, since he had no direct heir, he had been occupied with the legal transfer of his property to someone who would accept, as a burden in perpetuity, that part of it – including the school and schoolhouse – would be for the use of whoever was appointed as schoolmaster.


The lovely valleys of Mid Waas and Dale o Waas lay further west. Sandness and the more remote isles of Papa and Foula were all part of Buchan’s parish; quieter than Waas, maybe, at a first glance, but no doubt just as full of stories and intrigue. Hardly a week went past without a meeting of the kirk session to hear of some pre-nuptial relations or fornicating. It was rife. And now there was a rumour of adultery to deal with; a capital offence.


But this isn’t just a story about the lairds or the merchants and other heritors, nor about the ministers or the school-masters… although no doubt they will all play their part.




The Trials of Mary Johnsdaughter





[image: Images]


Monday 13th September 1773


Happyhansel


George Greig, teacher and session clerk in the parish of Waas, had his head in his hands. A hairst sun was dipping in the west, casting a final evening glow through the schoolhouse at Happyhansel, high on the slope above the Loch o Kurkigart. He was exhausted after a day of drilling pupils and then attending the unexpected kirk session meeting. Now he had the minutes to write up. He had found from years of experience that it was best to tackle it sooner rather than later, while still fresh in the memory.


His son Erchie had attended to all his chores, mostly related to the six boys – the school-boarders – now safely in their beds upstairs. He was a blessing to the old man, especially after the loss of Maggie, his wife of nearly twenty years. The two men, despite the years separating them, had grown closer in their mutual loss and now in their shared endeavour with the new school.


So how could he write this up? It was the usual agenda – fornication. Or perhaps worse. Would folk never learn continence and propriety? It seemed to him that this particular case, this David Bain, was an arrogant young man. He had come to the session meeting to admit fathering the child newly born to Sophia Henderson, currently lodging with Jaanie Jeromson at Stove, and to seek infant baptism. He seemed to lack any sense of wrongdoing or remorse.


When asked, Bain had said he was a quarryman from Caithness by way of Orkney, and had worked for many of the Shetland lairds and merchants: Bruce of Sumburgh, Scott of Scalloway, James Hay of Nesting, Sir John Nicolson of Sandsting, Gifford of Bustae; and yes, that he had indeed brought testimonies of his good character from the minister and session clerk of the parish of Bower in his home County. He promised to submit the testimonies as soon as possible. Currently, the papers were in Delting, in the north of Shetland, where last he lodged. Or so he had said.


George had felt an unease among the elders as Bain had confirmed that his wife had died two years previously, soon after he had left Caithness to find work in Shetland; and no, he didn’t have their only child with him. He had agreed that he would also submit to session the relevant letter from his brother; the one which told him of her death. He shamelessly admitted to fathering Sophia’s child, and to fornication with another Delting lass before her, but stated all this was after his wife had passed away.


George was left wondering why he had not married Sophia if he was free to do so. There was something untrustworthy, sleekit, about this man; something disrespectful to women. But, given the lack of evidence, the elders couldn’t determine whether Bain was an adulterer or a fornicator and, since the act had been committed in Delting, they had decided to pass the decision to the higher authority of the presbytery. George had thought he saw Bain flinch at this decision, as if suddenly trapped. Perhaps he was wondering how he would get to the island of Bressa, near Lerwick, for the hearing in eleven days’ time. And he would have to find lodgings for the night. More likely, Bain was wondering if the Delting minister would be there; and how he might get out of the situation. But at least the child would be baptised now that old Joannie Johnson of Brunatwatt had agreed, before the session meeting, to be sponsor. George had also noticed what might have been a measure of relief in Bain’s expression: perhaps Sophia would have less reason to nag him, given there would be less shame on the child.


The Reverend James Buchan had conducted the proceedings with his usual firmness and grace. His final closing prayer was for the child. George knew that the minister depended on him to make an accurate and timely minute. They had both been recently widowed and seemed to find a kind of solace in each other’s company. Margaret Buchan, who was older than Maggie Greig and socially superior by birth, connections and marriage, had been her mentor and friend. All four of them had been focused these last few years in getting Happyhansel school built and established as the first legal school in Shetland. Happyhansel – happy gift; happy inauguration. Only the huge goodwill and hard work of local people had made it possible.


George had to stir himself from these thoughts: it was as if his wife would walk into the room at any minute. He took up his quill, dipped it in the inkwell and, in his perfect copperplate, wrote:




Voe in Walls Sept 13th 1773 – After Prayer and Sederunt the Moderator and Elders of Walls.


This day the Mod.r reported that David Bain whom Sophia Henderson had given up in the time of her Pregnancy as guilty of uncleanefs with her and the Father of the Child she was then with, had come to him this day and acknowledged himself Guilty, as the woman had Declared and same; offering to give in his Judicial Confefsion before the Sefsion, and to satisfy Discipline as the proper Judicatory should appoint…





Erchie brought him tea and a thick oatmeal scone spread with a little fresh butter and added a peat to the open fire which otherwise was in danger of collapsing into ash.


‘A’m aff ta bed, Faider. Da boys is aa settled for da nicht. Dunna sit owre lang noo.’


‘Wan o Mary Johnsdaughter’s brönnies – dat’ll keep me gyaain! Tanks, Erchie. Gödnicht, mi boy… oh, if only aa young men hed dy göd sense.’


Erchie guessed at the implication of his father’s final remark.


Tuesday 14th September 1773


Brunatwatt and Happyhansel


The sun had gone past its zenith when Baabie Johnson stepped on to the briggisteyns in front of the Brunatwatt croft house to wave a white cloth to her daughters, Jean and Christian, who were working in the far rig. On the table, she had set out some fresh beremeal bannocks and a jug of well water. She was stirring a pot of broth hanging from the crook above the fire when her husband, Joannie, hirpled through to the but-end from the byre. She didn’t look up, but encouraged him to take the worst of the dirt from his boots. The two girls dipped their heads as they came through the doorway, then washed their hands in the basin of burn water which sat at a tilt on the simple washstand nearby. They slid along the resting-chair placed against the window wall. ‘A’m fantin, Midder,’ said Jean, the older sister. ‘Settin up stooks o coarn is tristy wark.’


‘Weel, hae du a plate o dis broth an a bit o da hen he’s med apön.’


‘Dat aald hen ’ll be as tyoch as ledder, lass, so mind dy teeth! If shö’d tried harder to lay, she’d still be rinnin aboot.’ Their father, Joannie, was given to sarcasm and skyimp.


‘Foo got you on wi da coarn, lasses? Is hit nearly aa liftit noo?’


‘Ya, Midder, we got twa trave set up.’


‘Weel dön, Jean. Aet you up noo. You man be needin hit.’


‘Whin can I geng back ta scöl, Faider?’ Christian, at thirteen, found croft-work irksome and would much rather be at the local school.


‘Whin aa da tatties is taen up an da coarn skrews biggit. An da hidmist paets taen haem fae da hill. An da hairst-kill feenished an sheep’s puddins med…’


‘An nae doot kale set, da girnal filled wi aetmel… an da ram slippit…’ Christian added, sounding downcast.


‘Dy bridders med sure dey wir some pennies laid by sae dat you younger eens gyet whit you need ta geng ta da scöl, Christian. An noo wi Mary wirkin ta Greig, an helpin wis aa wi da money, du’ll be back at da scöl da meenit da hairst wark is feenished. Sae aet up!’


‘Waste o göd money, wumman. I could fine do wi a young mare.’


‘Hadd dy sheeks, Joannie Johnson! John an Jaerm is workit hard at da whalin an want ta help der sisters. Hit’ll no be lang afore dey hae der ain faemlies ta luik til, an canna spare onythin fur wis.’


‘Weel, John ’ll hae ta tak my place fishin at da Far Haaf, fur mi aald banes couldna tak anidder year o hit. An onywye, da factor wis axin me aboot da boys.’


‘Hit’ll shurly no be lang noo afore dey win haem, Midder?’ said Christian.


‘Ya, mi jewel, dey sood be back shön fur dy hidmist term, as lang as da Press Gang dusna catch dem! I hoop da captain ’ll drap dem aff somewye quiet afore dey win ta da Bressa Soond.’


Jean looked truculent. ‘I nivver wan ta da scöl, Midder. Hit wis aye Mary an Christian!’


‘We didna hae ony spare penga dan, lass, or du wid a gien. Da boys nivver wan ta da scöl doon at Stove mair as twartree year. Du sood be blyde Mary is laerned dee ta read an write. Hit’s mair as I ivver learned. I can only sign mi name.’


‘A’ll teach you, Midder.’


Baabie smiled at Christian, her youngest.


Silence fell as the family finished their meal. The girls rose first to make way for their father on the resting-chair. He would have a cup of tea and a pipe, and then would stretch out for his customary afternoon nap, his cap over his eyes. They went outside to sit on the yard dyke for a breather before returning to the rig to finish stooking the oats to dry.


‘Jean, does du ken why Faider hed to geng tae da kirk meetin dastreen? He rarely darkens da door o da place.’


‘Weel, mi freend Sophia – du kens da lass at cam fae Delting twartree mont ago an hed da bairn owre da helly – shö axed me a week ago if I wid persuade Faider ta staand as sponsor fur da baptism. Shö’s in trouble wi her fock back in Delting – der no plaesed wi her ava.’


‘Why wid Faider agree ta dat? He hardly kens her.’


‘Dat’s true, but he kens Davie Bain somewye. I tink dey maybe wrocht tagidder at a quarry last year.’


‘Sae Davie Bain is da bairn’s faider? I dunna laek him. He aye luiks me up an doon.’


‘Du sood be sae lucky! I laek him fine. He’s da best-luikin man aroond here.’


‘Jean Johnsdochter, dunna be sae silly! He’s gotten dy freend inta trouble. Whit wye is he no mairryin Sophia?’


‘Shö’s taen-til! Is du seen da erse apön her?’


‘Foo can du say dat aboot dy new freend? Come on, lat’s win back ta wark an gyet dis dwined coarn feenished.’


‘Mary Morison said dat Davie Bain telt her dat he wis fed up wi Sophia naggin him aboot gettin da bairn registered an baptised! An shö said shö tocht Sophia sood a bidden in her ain parish an no come here giein Waas a ill name!’


Meanwhile Baabie was busy flitting their tethered cows to fresh grazing – Bessie, still suckling her young heifer and Bella, still in milk. She had a churning to do, having gathered milk over a few days. She loved her kye and also the peaceful task of making the butter. And Joannie was snoring away.


***


Brunatwatt was a mile and a half from the new school and schoolhouse at Happyhansel, but to Mary Johnsdaughter it felt like a world apart. She had been working for the Greigs for more than a year now. She left home early every morning and didn’t get back till well after tea-time. Her brother Jaerm had let her take his pocket-watch, his prized possession, into the closet where she slept so that she could check the time. He had brought it back from the whaling. It had a picture of a sailing ship on the face.


Mr Greig was a kind employer who treated Mary more like a daughter than a servant. She had been a good pupil. He seemed grateful for all the housewifely tasks she undertook and trusted her to work out what needed to be done. Unlike at Brunatwatt, she knew that if she needed flour or oatmeal or tea or sugar, there was always enough money for it, and a pony to use, if necessary, to fetch it from the shop. It was a busy household, with the two schoolrooms buzzing during the day and, in the evening, a meal to make, not just for Mr Greig and Erchie, but also for the boarders. Erchie, still only sixteen and a year younger than her, looked after the boys, lighting fires and getting them to keep their two attic rooms clean and tidy. He was now a pupil-teacher, helping his father.


Mary was in charge of the kitchen, the cooking and baking, the cleaning and any mending required. Mr Greig employed John Jeems and Leebie – whose land adjoined theirs – to take the washing away to be done, to deal with the peats and, with the help of their family, to look after the schoolhouse croft. There were crops of oats, bere, turnips, potatoes, kale and hay as well as grazing in the park and on the common hill land. And with hens, cows, sheep and two pigs, there was always some work to attend to. While Mary was glad not to have to undertake croft work, she liked taking a basinful of kitchen waste to the pigs. Her other big relief was not having to deal with the school or schoolhouse dry-closets. The old man emptied them regularly.


Generally, the division of labour worked amicably. Erchie helped her with grinding the oats and bere in the barn, while Mary preferred churning and making butter and soft cheese. Fetching water from the well was another of her daily chores. There was a good spring nearby which rarely let them down. She was grateful for the work and knew that, although just seventeen, her wages helped keep the Brunatwatt family. Sunday was a day off, but she had to make sure there was enough water and food ready for the Greigs and the boarders. They all had good appetites.


Mary’s day had been good. The fires in both school and schoolhouse were already glowing by the time she arrived in the morning. She had soaked the oatmeal overnight, so porridge was quick to cook. She was careful not to make too much as, although there was plenty oats stooked in the yard, it had to last the year now that oatmeal was a shilling a peck at the Bayhaa shop. There was bread from yesterday’s baking, plenty fresh milk and butter, some rhubarb and ginger jam and a big pot of steaming tea waiting for the boys when they came downstairs from their rooms. After grace was said, she took her food in the scullery to get a bit of peace and left the men to it. The boarders were expected to help with tidying up after breakfast before moving through to the schoolrooms.


Soon the day-school children arrived, the older ones carrying a peat. They were glad of a warm fire. After some initial jostling, the classes soon settled into their familiar rhythm. At this time of year, with the hairst still underway on some crofts, older children could only be spared when the weather was too poor for outside work.


After the Lord’s Prayer, the morning was spent on reading, spelling, writing, and religious knowledge. Erchie had shown Mary the books he used with the younger pupils: Directions for Spelling with its rhymes and illustrations helping them learn the alphabet; and Tommy Thumb’s Pretty Song Book with its simple nursery rhymes which were easy to memorise. She remembered, as an older pupil, having Bunyan and the bible as readers. Then, in the afternoon, while Mr Greig took the senior boys for navigation and book-keeping, Erchie had to try to keep the remainder of the pupils engaged on arithmetic. She knew that he could depend on the senior girls to help the youngest children with their numbers and simple sums and with cleaning their slates. Occasionally, Reverend James Buchan would come along and help with a class. They all respected the minister, knowing how fortunate they were, and that schooling in Waas would have remained rudimentary had it not been for his tireless pressure for financial support on the local heritors and on the Society in Scotland for Propagating Christian Knowledge (SSPCK), which paid a basic wage to the schoolmaster.


The schoolhouse had been a peaceful place for most of the day. Mary had fetched water from the well and baked. She had set out sweet milk, bread, and soft cheese – her kirn-mylk – for several of the pupils who had not been able to bring food with them. Dinner was on the table for the two men when they had their break at noon and she had helped Erchie clear up the two schoolrooms before she started making the tea. The boarders were served separately and, once they were fed, Mr Greig always insisted she ate with the family, an arrangement she found most agreeable.


Sometimes Mr Greig would go quiet and she suspected he was still grieving. His young life had been hard too: she knew from hearsay that his first wife had died in childbed and their baby girl hadn’t survived for long. Through his part-time teaching role on the nearby island of Papa Stour, he had become well known to the Reverend George Duncan, then the minister and teacher in Waas; and mixing with that family had brought him into contact with Maggie, the only daughter. Mary knew the marriage had been happy and that their only child, Erchie, who seemed to be following in his father’s footsteps, meant everything to his father. It looked like he would take over as school-master when the old man finally gave up.


Mr Buchan came along the schoolhouse after tea to take the boarders aside for their Latin class. He was also instructing George in Latin, but they had forgone that pleasure lately as both men had been busy. The boys’ Latin classes were a good source of additional income for the school.


Mary was then able to slip away home to Brunatwatt. Often the wind dropped in the evening and she enjoyed that short time walking on her own. If the weather was fair, she would stop to pass the time of day with folk out in the rigs. At the head of the voe, she turned north up the gaet to Stove where there was usually someone working outside around the cluster of cotters’ houses. She hadn’t seen Jaanie there for some days. No doubt she would be very occupied looking after Sophia, her lodger, and the new baby. Mary always felt the better of a blether with Jaanie Jeromson.


When she got home, her father was at the peat-stack and her mother and sisters knitting. She made an eight-o-clocks for them all – tea and a buttered oatcake – and then, as she was tired and wanted a quiet read before bedtime, disappeared to the closet between the but and the ben-ends. She was glad that, when their granny had died and the closet became available, her older sister Jean had still preferred to share the ben-end with Christian, their two short beds separated by a thin partition. Their parents had the box-bed in the but-end and the boys, when at home, had the partly floored attic which they accessed by a ladder. They intended to build up the gables and create two proper attic bedrooms with skylights and to raise da aeshins, but had never had enough time when the weather was conducive to opening a roof to the elements.


Mary had borrowed Robinson Crusoe from Mr Greig’s bookshelf. He always encouraged her to have a book to read and had recommended it. She was enjoying the narrative. It took her mind off the irritations of family life and gave her an excuse to extricate herself. The closet was stuffy and there was hardly enough room to turn around. She wedged the window open a little. There was just enough light to read by. The air was still, and had a braeth o hairst about it. Her mind wandered as she undressed and hung her clothes on the door-peg: the carry-on about Sophia and her infant, and Bain… why on earth had her father become involved… and how had Sophia fallen under Bain’s spell? With his swarthy complexion and dark eyes, yes he was good-looking… but there was something… something deceitful about him, untrustworthy. And what did the kirk session and Mr Buchan make of him? And Jean… with her sonsie ways and her habit of teetering on the edge of trouble, the boys fell for her easily… no wonder… with her brown hair and olive skin that darkened in summer, making her blue eyes look even bluer. Thank goodness, Christian has some sense… just thirteen, but more level-headed than Jean at nearly twenty… Being the middle sister can be tricky…


But she got back into the story of shipwreck and survival before drifting off to sleep.


Sunday 3rd October 1773


Brunatwatt and Voe Pier


The Johnson family had all been to the kirk service as a thanksgiving, not just for a reasonable harvest at last after two bad years, but also for the safe return of John and Jaerm from the Greenland whaling. The new kirk had been full and decorated with sheaves of grain and kishies of vegetables which the crofters had carried there on their backs. Joannie was pleased with the sheaf of oats he had brought: it was as heavy with puckles of corn as any of the others propped up in the kirk. Baabie was proud of their fine-looking family, especially now that the boys were home safely. The only stain on the family name had come the previous year: Jean had been in trouble for fornication. Mercifully, the pregnancy had ended in a miscarriage. Even so, she had to admit her guilt before the whole congregation. But Jean could carry it off. Baabie was sure such a thing would have killed Mary. It had just about killed her.


John and Jaerm had been back home in time to round up a few lambs and castrated rams for the harvest kill. Jean and Christian had lifted the potatoes and turnips and stored them under faels, thick squares of mossy turf. They had all helped cart the corn and bere back to the yard near the house and had built the big skrews, covering the tops with old sailcloth, secured by ropes made of rushes. These flossy ropes were looped round large flat stones to keep the hard-won harvest from the predations of winter weather. The previous winter had been particularly stormy. It was fortunate that the last of the peats had been brought home from the hill before the recent severe and sudden gales. Some folk had not been so lucky with their timing.


At least the day was fair and bright, a merciful release from the unrelenting wind and rain. On the way home by Stove, Jean wanted to see Sophia, so the others walked on ahead, eager to sit down to their dinner. Baabie had cooked a bit of new hill lamb the day before and the potatoes were ready to boil. It was always a treat to have fresh meat after all the reestit mutton or salt pork.


But soon Jean came running to catch them up. No, there was no sign of Sophia, or the infant or Bain. Out of breath, she threw aside their questions and merely pointed to the voe. Seeing three tall masts far out at the eastern entrance to the inlet, they quickly doubled back to Stove where they had a better view. The ship was limping through the narrow Aester Soond, one poor sail held loosely in the light wind. The rigging looked in disarray. They stood for some time as if transfixed. Was it a ghost ship? Then they saw a small boat, away out at the entrance to the voe, with its oars catching the sunlight. She seemed to be towing the barque into Vaila Sound.


‘Yun’ll be da Gronataing boat – dey man a seen da ship fae da point!’ Jaerm was knowledgeable about boats and from having studied some navigation at school.


Eventually Baabie said she would go on ahead and get the potatoes on to boil. Almost imperceptibly, the ship edged forward, past Gronataing and on towards the Isle of Linga, the little boat now joined by men from Vadlure in their fowrareen. By now they knew their dinner would be spoiling, but it was impossible to ignore the drama unfolding before them. Gradually, they could pick out that the deck was lined with people. The three girls decided they should get home, hunger having overtaken curiosity. They urged the men to follow quickly.


It was another hour before Joannie and his sons reached Brunatwatt, full of the news that the ship had at last safely rounded the point of Saatness and anchored with her head into the wind. There were huge numbers of people on deck. They were still stunned, barely knowing which question to consider first: where were they all from and where bound at this time of year? What state were they in and whatever would become of them?


After their dinner, John, Jaerm, Jean and Mary decided they would set off for DoonaWaas to see what was astir. As they hurried down the Stove brae, they could see many people walking along the head of the voe – the Fud – and on past the kirk towards the Voe House pier. It was the biggest ship they had ever seen in the anchorage. Already, several smaller boats were out at the vessel and a rope ladder over the side. They picked out Buchan’s boat and one belonging to Mrs Margaret Buchan’s step-grandson, John T Henry of Bayhaa. It was known that James Buchan was a little wary of this ambitious young land-owner and merchant-trader, even if he was linked to him through marriage. And everyone knew that through John Henry’s marriage to the boy laird’s aunt – Mistress Margaret Scott of Bayhaa – he had become one of the most influential heritors in the district.


There was a strange silence as local people crowded along the shore, aware that, for the people crammed on the deck of the stricken ship, life onboard must have been unbearable and now had become completely out of their control. The number of people looked far too many for the size of the ship.


Soon two boatloads of men arrived at the Voe pier. Despite looking haggard and unkempt, it was easy to pick out the captain and mate from their clothes and bearing. Besides crew members, there was one man, taller than the others and ruddy in complexion, who stepped ashore. He seemed of some importance. No one could hear what was being said, but it was clear that they were being welcomed by the local worthies. A look of relief spread over the faces of the crew. Gradually the voices of the local folk started to rise, higher and higher, as they crowded ever closer to the shore.


Jean and the boys were pushing forward to hear what they could. Mary caught sight of Erchie standing a little way from his father. She edged towards him. He was eager to share what he had heard: that the ship was full of emigrants from Caithness and Sutherland on their way to North Carolina. They had been at sea for almost three weeks, struck by all the recent storms. Erchie had overheard that they had many sick and frightened men, women and children on board.


‘What ’ll happen tae dem, tinks-du, Erchie?’


‘Hit soonds as if dey’ll need ta be taen ashore while da ship is repaired. But Göd kens whaar dey’ll aa geng, hit’s…’


‘A’m sure aaboady ’ll try der best. Hit’s a mercy he’s bön a moaderate hairst da year or dey wid be naethin ta spare ava.’


‘Dey seeminly hae ample proveesions dey could use, so dat’s a blisseen.’


The crowd gradually started to peel away, moving slowly in groups, heads down. Memories of terrible drownings and loss of life were not far below the surface. Mary was keen to get home, to think through what she had just witnessed.


‘We’ll see dee damoarn’s moarn, Mary. An I daar say dey’ll be mair uncans ta tell dee. Dat is – whin we get a meenit! Faider is ta meet wi Mr Buchan danicht an twartree idders ta see whit can be dön.’


‘Apö da Sabbath?’


‘Ya, hit’ll mak a change fae da usual business!’


With that, Mary had to push back through the crowd till she found her brothers and Jean. They were all full of the bits of information they had gleaned: the tall, red-faced man with the thick moustache was James Hogg, the Caithness factor who had chartered the ship, the Batchelor of Leith; that there were bodies on board for burial; that the emigrants were in despair having been locked between decks with no light and little air for many days; and that many were sick. There were rumours of smallpox.


Jean wondered why Bain was nowhere to be seen. He must have known his countrymen were set on a journey of emigration.


Monday 4th October 1773


Happyhansel


As she hurried down the morning brae, Mary could see the Batchelor lying at anchor. Climbing the Kloss of Voe to Happyhansel, she felt a knot in her stomach at the thought of what would, before very long, meet her face to face: a flood of people – men, women and children – probably as poor as herself, but with no home to go to. And no doubt some would be ill or distressed. The ship looked forlorn. She could barely imagine what such a loss of hope might feel like.


The school day had a surface normality about it, but there was a strange quietness with the children – almost a sense of fear. Their little world had suddenly been invaded and no one seemed to know what would happen next. At teatime, George Greig looked tired as he sat down to a plate of spicy sausage-meat and eggs.


‘Bliss dee, Mary. Dis sassermaet smells most horrid fine.’


‘Der no dat mony jars o hit left noo, Mr Grieg. Pör aald grice – een o dem ’ll be for da chop afore lang I doot!’


Erchie was keen to hear how the previous evening’s meeting had gone. He had been in bed by the time his father had got back from Mr Buchan’s and during the school day there had been few chances to chat. Mary never felt excluded from these family conversations, though no doubt there would be many things her employers talked about privately when she wasn’t around. Thankfully the boarders had been set a writing task, so all was quiet upstairs.


‘Foo got you on wi da meeting? Wha wis aa dere, Faider?’


‘Hit wis a lang nicht, I can tell dee! Hit cam tae da point we wir datn tired, we couldna tink straicht; but we got a lock dön I wid say. Dey wir fowr affa da Batchelor: Captain Ramage an da Mate, a Thomas Liddell bi name. Da ship’s carpenter, Alexander Ross, wis dere; an James Hogg an aa – mind dat muckle man wi da ruddy face an whiskers – weel, he’s da factor fae Caithness dat’s agent fur da trip ta Nort Carolina an collectit aa da fares affa da fock. I doot he’s a hard man an we could see der a braa argie-bargie atween him an da Captain as ta whit’s whit; an maybe atween him an da ship-owner an aa, a man caa’d Inglis, fae Leith. Hogg seemingly paid him near enyoch aa da passage money fur da trip, an fur da proveesions. An Captain Ramage is in charge o dat. An dan, besides me an da meenister, dey wir John Henry o Bayhaa an Tammie Henry o Burrastow. Or sood I say Thomas Henry? I doot we’ll need der influence among da tidder heritors at dis time, fur der dat muckle help needit, an richt awa. I man say A’m relieved hit wisna a kirk session meeting an I dunna hae ta write da meenits fur dey wir datn a lock ta spaek aboot. But Mr Buchan wis axed me ta come an tak notts sae we dunna forget whit we hae ta dö.’


‘I hoop we can aa help.’


‘Dat we can, Mary. We’ll aa hae ta dö dat! Noo lat me see – da main thing is dat der owre twa hunder an fifty emigrants dat need ta be billeted fur a peerie while till da boat is repaired. But we’ll hae ta gyet on wi dat while da wadder hadds. Der still hoopin ta cross da Atlantic da year! Der mainly faemlies, wi bairns, pör tings. An dat’s no coontin da crew or James Hogg an his party o fifteen. Seeminly his midder-in-laa deed on da wye here. Da ship has proveesions for eicht weeks or mair, but Captain Ramage said dey wir only fur whin dey wir aboard ship! Wid you believe hit? I canna tink he wid lat dem starve. Mr Buchan ’ll be writin tae Balfour, dat’s da Deputy Vice-Admiral, ta come oot ta Waas an help.’


‘Sae whaar dey aa gyaain ta bide, Faider?’


‘Weel, da meenister ’ll tak a Gordon faemily – a tenant fairmer fae Sutherland. He’s gyettin on a bit an his twa sons is already settled in Nort Carolina an wantin da hael faemly ta come oot. Sae dat’s him an his wife, six grown bairns an twa dochters-in-law.’


‘Ten? Dat’s a ontak!’ said Mary.


‘Dat hit is. But he feels becaas he haes a muckle hoose an servants, he sood dö his best. An John Henry o Bayhaa ’ll tak in een o a faemlies dat has servants wi dem, an he’ll set aboot writin ta some o da idder kinda graand Shetland faemlies laek Mitchell o Saand an Henderson o Gairdie axin if dey micht tak in some faemlies an aa. Thomas Henry o Burrastow ’ll tak in some wi servants tö, an he’ll spaek wi da idder heritors i da parish here ta help an aa. Twartree elders ir gyaain ta be axed ta pass wird aroond DoonaWaas, Mid Waas, Dale o Waas, Brig o Waas, Sannis an maybe even Papa Stour dat onyboady dat can manage ta tak in a faemly – even sleepin i da barn fur noo – sood pit der name apö da list wi foo mony dey tink dey could manage. Da emigrants hae der ain beddin wi dem, but whit state hit’s in I canna imagine.’


‘Weel, if dey come wi der ain proveesions an beddin maybe fock ’ll be mair laekly ta add der names tae da list. I man ax wir fock at Brunatwatt, an maybe Jaanie an aa, if hit’s jöst fur a week or sae.’


‘Dat wid be a help, Mary. An we man offer wir closet, Erchie. I tink der wan or twa on der ain. Noo, dat wis da main business. But der a börial ta organise fur a MacKay faemly; der ting o bairn. I tink dey wir some börials at sea, but we didna ax owre muckle aboot dat. Nae doot, dey’ll be grievin faemlies among dem. Alexander Ross, da ship’s carpenter, is already med a peerie coffin fur da bairn. He seemed a fine sowl, an helpful. He wis ta row owre daday wi da coffin, an een o Mr Buchan’s servants ’ll arrange wi da grave-digger ta prepare aathin an ta meet Ross at da pier an tak him tae da mortuary wi da boady. We hae a mort cloth dey can use an dey’ll be nae charge.’


‘Jöst as weel da collections is bön braaly göd lately an da Poor Box no empty.’


‘Ya, Erchie, dat hit is. We still hae twartree pound in it. Eence wir gotten da fock billeted, an da maet affa da boat – John Henry said dey could lock hit up in his store eenoo – dan da crew can get on wi da repairs. Ross is keen ta get hadd o a blacksmith ta mak him a new baand fur da tap o da rudder. Mr Buchan said dat his pier can be used whinivver dey need hit, an his böd, if dey need ta stowe onythin.’


Mary looked up as she spoke. ‘I widna tink dey’d set aff again dis saeson fur America. Surely dey’ll geng back haem.’


‘I dunna ken whit der plannin, but besides da rudder, da bilge pumps need ta be sortit. An der langboat is braaly damaged and twartree oars missin. Dey canna geng onywhaar till aa dat is fixed. An da riggin an sails – der braaly hattered an need a braa bit o wark.’


‘Foo mony o a crew ir dey?’ asked Erchie.


‘Noo, lat me see. Besides da captain, da mate, da carpenter, an da bosun an… da cook, I tink der anidder six or sae, maistlins fae Leith. I tink dat Ross is da only een fae Caithness – but he bides in Leith noo.’


‘We hae ta hoop dat wir waal-watter ’ll hadd oot,’ Mary commented, looking at Mr Greig.


‘Wir braaly lucky here fur watter. Last time I coontit up da waals jöst aroond da voe here, I got ta twenty-seeven afore I lost coont, sae I tink dat’ll no be a problem. Noo, if hit wis simmer… hit micht be a different story.’


Over their cup of tea and a bit of Mary’s baking, Erchie asked his father about Hogg, the agent for the trip and factor for the estate on which many of the emigrants had been tenant farmers.


George took his time replying. ‘Tae be honest, I fin him a strange mixter. Laek dem aa, he’s suffered aafil. Der nae doot he’s a capable man but he’s a tough een. I widna laek ta wirk tae him. I canna say dat I took tae Captain Ramage edder: he didna seem ta grasp dat he wis responsible fur dis poor fock. But he’ll hae ta bide on da richt side o da laa an inform da Admiralty an da Customs.’


Mary refilled their cups. ‘A’ll need to be clearin up an winnin haem. You twa ’ll be tired danicht I warn!’


Mr Greig nodded. ‘Dy fock ’ll be luikin fur dee, hinny.’


On her way home, Mary decided to see how Jaanie was getting on and to exchange news. Her mother and Jaanie Jeromson had been girls together and, when Jaanie’s husband had died when their son was still a child, Baabie had helped. The two families had remained on friendly terms and, when Mary was born, Jaanie seemed to find in her a surrogate daughter. She was a laundress and the local howdie, often helping new mothers in those first critical days after birth. Mary pushed the door a little, announcing her arrival gently. The heat met her at the door. In the shadow, Jaanie was bent over a table busily pressing the frilly edge of a cap across her goffering iron.


She looked up. ‘Bliss dee, Mary, set dee in. A’ll be dön wi dis dwined bonnet in a meenit. Da licht is fadin an I manna scorch hit.’


‘Hit’s haet wark fur you, Jaanie. But lovely ta see da boannie aedge aa prunkit up.’


‘Ya, dat hit is. Dis is Mistress Henry’s bonnet; an I hae a lace collar an cuffs ta dö fur her as weel. An a sark an collars fur her man. But dat can wait till damoarn.’ With that she quickly removed the heated rod from the tube and hung it safely on the raep above the fire. Before she set the iron aside to cool, she took a cloth dabbed in beeswax and laid it nearby so as not to forget to clean it.


‘Whit news dan, lass? Isna dis jöst solemn? I hear der hunders o dem apö yun ship!’


Mary was keen to recount what she had learned from Mr Greig, and Jaanie responded with ‘Is dat so?’ or ‘My, my!’ or an occasional shake of her head. It seemed that she had heard a fair bit of gossip from the Bayhaa maid, not all of it true. Mary tentatively mentioned the idea of perhaps taking in a couple. Jaanie seemed open to the suggestion, as long as it would just be for a short while till the repairs were done.
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