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The moon’s on the lake, and the mist’s on the brae,

And the clan has a name that is nameless by day.

Then gather, gather, gather, Gregalach!

Gather, gather, gather.

Our signal for fight, which from monarchs we drew,

Must be heard but by night in our vengeful halloo,

Then halloo, halloo, halloo, Gregalach!

Halloo, halloo, halloo.

Glen Orchy’s proud mountains, Kilchurn and her towers,

Glen Strae and Glen Lyon no longer are ours.

We’re landless, landless, landless, Gregalach!

Landless, landless, landless.

But doomed and deserted by vassal and lord,

MacGregor has still both his heart and his sword.

Then courage, courage, courage, Gregalach!

Courage, courage, courage.

If they rob us of name and pursue us with beagles,

Give their roofs to the flames and their flesh to the eagles.

Then vengeance, vengeance, vengeance, Gregalach!

Vengeance, vengeance, vengeance.

While there’s leaves in the forest and foam on the river,

MacGregor despite them shall flourish for ever.

Come then, Gregalach! Come then, Gregalach!

Come then, come then, come then.

Through the depths of Loch Katrine the steed shall career’

O’er the peak of Ben Lomond the galley shall steer,

And the rocks of Craigroyston like icicles melt,

Ere our wrongs be forgot or our vengeance unfelt.

Then halloo, halloo, halloo, Gregalach!

Halloo, halloo, halloo.

WALTER SCOTT.


AUTHOR’S FOREWORD

THIS is fiction – though the background and most of the characters are factual. The legends adhering to Rob Roy MacGregor’s name are legion, some of them fairly well authenticated, others less so. Vastly less has been written about his nephew, Gregor Ghlun Dubh (Black Knee) MacGregor of Glengyle. The character of Rob Roy was obviously a highly complex one, that of his nephew considerably less so. I have sought to cull, from the mass of lore and legend and history, such incidents as seem to me to present a recognisable and fairly consistent picture of these two men, set against the stormy background of Scotland in the first decade of the eighteenth century, not hesitating to invent wholly imaginary incidents and individuals where such seem necessary for my story and for the fuller delineation of the characters that I conceive these two to have borne.

Much herein, therefore, is no more than a product of my fancy – but I have sought to keep the background of the times as accurate as I know how, and not to traduce any historical character unduly. John Campbell, first Earl of Breadalbane, is the villain of the piece, and while this tale may do his memory less than justice in some respects, in others it holds a more charitable silence. All authorities seem to be unanimous that he was a man whom no one in Scotland trusted and everyone feared, and his dexterity at changing sides was unrivalled in an age when such gymnastics were commonplace. He had his reward.

Rob Roy led his clan again in the next Jacobite rising of 1715 – and suffered some diminution of esteem in the process. Gregor, his fame unsullied, fought both in that affair and in the later attempt of the Forty-five.

The politics of the day ought not to be wholly without their lesson for us today. Politics, indeed, seem to change but little with the centuries.

NIGEL TRANTER.

ABERLADY, 1956.


CHAPTER ONE

YOUNG Gregor Ghlun Dubh MacGregor of Glengyle uplifted his golden head and hearty voice and shouted great laughter to an understanding heaven – the pure unsullied and spontaneous laughter of a happy soul. Not the laughter inspired by amusement or humour or mockery or still less worthy emotions, but the joyous variety born of sheer goodwill towards all, and a lively appreciation of the excellence of life. Gregor Ghlun Dubh was a great appreciator of life, and consequently a notably happy young man.

And certainly the scene was an inspiring one. Indeed, seldom could the little market-place of Drymen have seen anything more lively and altogether heartening. Cattle milled everywhere in glorious and loud-voiced confusion – not only the small black kyloes of the glens but the more substantial products of fat Lowland pastures – steers, bullocks, milch-cows and calves, in an endless variety of size, colour, shape and temperament. There were hundreds of beasts there, uncountable – though undoubtedly Gregor’s puissant uncle would be having a count kept somewhere – and their bellowing protest ascended up as a hymn of praise to a benign Providence, and the steaming throat-catching scent of them was as incense in a MacGregor’s nostrils. Laugh? The tall young man in his best tartans slapped his bare knee – the same that bore the hairy black birth-mark, so strange on a young blond giant, that gave him his by-name of Ghlun Dubh, or Black Knee – slapped and out-bellowed the cattle.

It was Lammas quarter-day, the year of Our Lord seventeen hundred and six, and the Captain of the Highland Watch was at the receipt of his dues and customs – the MacGregors’ Watch, Rob Roy’s Watch – Gregor of Glengyle assisting for the first time since coming of age.

A less vigorous and lusty young man than Glengyle might have been weary of it all by this time – for this business had been going on all day, and now the August sun was beginning to sink behind Duncryne and all the serried blue hills beyond Loch Lomond. These cattle had come from far and near, in droves great and small – for Rob Roy MacGregor cut a wide swathe. From the Graham lands of Aberfoyle and Killearn to the Buchanan territories of Touch and Kippen, from the uplands of Fintry and Kilsyth to the green plains of Stirling and Airth, from Menteith to Callander and Allan Water to the Vale of Leven, the droves great and small had come to this convenient tryst of Drymen – convenient for the MacGregors, that is – representing the tribute of some seven hundred and fifty square miles of fair Scotland to Robert MacGregor Campbell, alias Robert Ruadh MacGregor of Inversnaid, alias Rob Roy, Captain of the Glengyle Highland Watch, or, as his own Clan Alpine put it, Himself. Proud earls had contributed – even a marquis, said to be in line for a dukedom – lairds of large acres and small, fine Lowland gentlemen and canny Highland drovers, the Church and the State, all were represented there. Which was as it should be. Rob Roy was worth paying tribute to – and he made a point of leaving none in doubt of it.

It was the Church speaking now, just at the young man’s back, in the sober, indeed somewhat lugubrious person of the Reverend Ludovic Erskine, Minister of Drymen. ‘Man, Glengyle – that’s a terrible lot of beasts,’ he said, without proper enthusiasm – undoubtedly because there was a cow of his own included somewhere in the total. ‘I canna think what your uncle can be needing with them all.’ He shook a grizzled foreboding head. ‘There is danger in it, mind. The grievous danger of greed, of the worship of Mammon, Glengyle.’

Gregor Ghlun Dubh, like his uncle, was a great respecter of the Church, as of all worthy and proper things. Also he was newly enough of age to appreciate that introductory ‘Man, Glengyle’ of the minister’s. Therefore he did not turn and rend the maker of such infamous suggestions as undoubtedly he deserved. Moreover, the man had recently lost his wife, and Gregor was of a soft heart.

‘There are many MacGregor mouths to feed,’ he mentioned, still smiling. ‘You would not be having them starve in the midst of plenty?’

‘Starve, is it!’ Mr Erskine cried, his harsh voice vibrant with power and emotion. It had to be to counter the bawling of the beasts. ‘The starving will be nearer home, I doubt! And there will be no plenty in Drymen after this day.’

Gregor knew what was coming, of course. The minister was not the first to seek to approach Rob Roy through his nephew, as the less alarming individual. All men knew of Rob’s affection for his dead brother’s son, the young chieftain of Glengyle, whom he had cherished and brought up from the age of ten. Tutor of Glengyle had been one of his uncle’s proud titles, only recently relinquished – and, if the truth was known, sometimes relinquished only in name at that.

‘I am thinking the good folk of Drymen will not be letting their shepherd starve,’ he observed.

‘Little you ken them, Glengyle – backsliders, reprobates, withholders of God’s portion! And now my cow is riven from me – my best cow, the only brute-beast that is worth its keep, indeed! It is hard, hard. If you would but speak a word into your uncle’s lug, Glengyle. He is namely as a man respectful to the Kirk, kindly towards the poor and the widow. Och, and the widower is the worse off, indeed . . .’

Young Gregor groaned in spirit. That the creature should spoil this bonny day and its good work with such shameful whining! He shook his yellow head impatiently. ‘Himself is throng with business, Mhinistear. Later, may be . . .’

Glengyle paused, grateful for a diversion. A new drove was coming at the trot up the little hill from the south-west into Drymen’s slantwise market-place, mixed beasts as Rob liked them, stirks, cows and followers, but all prime conditioned stock. He pointed.

‘Oho – see you!’ he cried. ‘My Lord of Aberuchill is late. But better late than sorry, as they say!’

‘Aberuchill . . .?’ the minister echoed. ‘Man – does the Lord Justice-Clerk of Scotland himself pay your Hielant blackmail?’

‘Blackmail, sirrah!’ Gregor’s voice rose menacingly, all laughter gone. ‘As Royal’s my Race – I’d have you remember to whom you speak, Mhinistear!’ His uncle could hardly have improved on that himself. ‘Choose you your words to a Highland gentleman, see you, with more care . . .!’

As well for the Reverend Erskine and any hopes in the matter of his cow, perhaps, that just then a sudden high-pitched squealing overbore even the speaker’s vehemence. At the trotting heels of the new herd a six-month calf was outdoing all rivals in ear-piercing protest, as a burly drover twisted its tail savagely as a means of propulsion. The press of beasts in the market-place was already so great that the newcomers were holding back, and the fellow was using this method to urge them on past the narrows of the street which sundry MacGregor gillies were endeavouring to keep open for incoming traffic from the east.

Gregor wasted neither breath, time nor opportunity. Leaving the minister without a word, he strode down through the little crowd of gaping townsfolk and round the near edge of the milling throng, thrusting aside men and cattle with equal disregard. This was more in his line. That calf could be injured by such treatment, for tails could break – and a broken tail took the value off a beast. Moreover, its bawling was an offence to the ear, and unsuitable. Again, the offending drover was obviously nothing but a Lowlander. And, as has been seen, Glengyle was of a notably soft heart.

The last few yards to Lord Aberuchill’s drover were covered at a pace which allowed little opportunity for Gregor’s rawhide brogans to touch the cobbles. One of the hulking fellow’s two colleagues cried a warning. But it was too late. Before the man could turn, Gregor’s arm reached out and did the turning for him, swinging him round with such force as almost to overbalance him. As he staggered, still clutching the calf’s tail, Glengyle’s other hand grabbed the substantial stick that the other held, and wrenched it from his grasp.

‘Fool! Knave! Scum!’ he cried indignantly. ‘Would you damage MacGregor’s cattle? Hands off, lout!’ And without allowing even a moment for the transgressor to question the authority of that, he swung the heavy stick and brought it down with a resounding thwack upon the creature’s forearm.

The drover yelled, in tune with the calf, and both arm and tail dropped limply. A spluttered volley of oaths, incomplete and incoherent but nevertheless hoarsely heartfelt, followed on.

But the Lord Justice-Clerk’s drover did more than swear. He lashed out with a great ham-like left fist for Gregor’s head – which branded him for a rash and impetuous fellow indeed. Perhaps he was so much of a Lowlander that he did not recognise the significance of two eagle’s feathers in a Highland bonnet. Though probably his folly was the result of mere spontaneous reaction.

It was as well, undoubtedly, for all concerned, that the blow did not strike home – for the consequences would scarcely have borne consideration. As it was, Gregor avoided it with a full inch to spare – despite the shock that such a thing could be possible. And quicker than thought, of course, he drove home the much-needed lesson.

Coming up from his hasty sideways duck, he clutched the other’s shoulder to slew him round into a more convenient position, and drove down the staff in his other hand with all his force on the man’s bullet head. The stick broke, too.

The drover grunted, swayed drunkenly, tottered on his toes, and then slumped full length on the dung-spattered cobbles, mouth open and eyes shut.

Gregor Ghlun Dubh tossed the two sections of the stick on to the body of the unconscious miscreant, wiping fastidious hands thereafter on the seat of his philamore or great kilt, as though to avoid contamination.

‘Remove it,’ he jerked, in the Gaelic, to the nearest of the gillies. And to the two remaining gaping drovers, in English, ‘Begone’. And without further ado he stalked off to return to the minister.

Not unnaturally he felt considerably better. He was prepared even to be patient with the Church-Supplicant. But as he approached his former stance before the ale-house door, a third man came hurrying from the other direction, another gillie, naked save for short kilt and brogans. They met in front of Mr Erskine.

‘Himself would be having a word with you, Glengyle,’ the newcomer said, panting a little. ‘Down in the church.’

‘Yes. I will come,’ Gregor assured, and almost started off there and then. But he recollected. Those days were past and done with. He was Glengyle now, chieftain of his house. ‘Tell Himself that I will be there very shortly, MacAlastair,’ he amended graciously. And repeated the message in English for the benefit of the minister, without the ‘very’. ‘Off with you.’

The dark-avised and sombre-browed messenger gave him a meaning look. He was Rob Roy’s own foot-gillie, and something of a privileged character. He nodded, unspeaking, and padded away silently whence he had come.

‘About this cow of yours, Mhinistear,’ Gregor mentioned handsomely. ‘What colour did you say it was? Is it a kyloe?’

The other eyed him a little askance. ‘That man . . .?’ he began, and swallowed. ‘Is he . . .? Was it needful to be so . . . so hasty, Glengyle?’

‘Hasty . . .?’ The younger man wrinkled his brow. ‘Myself hasty – to MacAlastair?’

‘Not him. The other man. Down there. The herd . . .’

‘I do not follow you, sir.’ That was said with deliberation and a remarkable clarity of diction.

‘Oh. I . . . ah . . . ummm.’ The minister glanced sidelong at the young chieftain’s elevated profile – and decided to revert to the subject of cattle. ‘My cow, yes. Och, she is just an ordinary sort of a dun-coloured creature. But a grand milker, man – a grand milker.’

‘Indeed. I am going to speak a word with, er, Inversnaid. I think it best that you accompany me, sir,’ Gregor said, somewhat stiffly formal.

‘Me . . .? Och – no, no. Not at all. No need, Glengyle. Yourself will do fine. Just a word in his lug, like I said. . . .’

‘Come,’ the other commanded, and turning on his heel, strode off.

Reluctantly, with no urgency upon him, Mr Erskine followed on, the space between them growing at every step. They made quite a notable contrast, the tall, gallant and swaggering young Highlander, in his vivid red-and-green tartans, stepping Drymen’s cobbles as though very much upon his native health, and the lanky stooping divine, clad in patched and sober grey, shuffling doubtfully after, out of the market-place and down the curving brae towards his own parish kirk.

* * *

The Kirk of Drymen could hardly have been more conveniently placed. It sat squarely above the climbing narrow road which led into the little town from the west, and nothing could pass its door unseen. Moreover, directly across the trough that the road had worn for itself was another ale-house, Drymen being namely for its numerous places of refreshment. Again, around the back, a lane encircled the town, by the water-meadows, linking up with the road that came in from the east and all the wide lands of Forth. So all that was necessary was to have a couple of stout fellows stationed at the east end of the town, directing the flow of traffic from that side down the lane to where it must join the west-coming droves, and all had thus to come surging up the hill below the kirk door, where it could be scrutinised, counted and received in business-like fashion.

Rob Roy MacGregor sat decently in the church doorway behind a table, quills, ink and paper before him – for he was almost as good a hand with pen as with claymore and dirk. These latter, of course, also lay upon the table. He was something of a stickler for the niceties of procedure. MacAlastair stood at his back, another man sat counting silver at the board, and three or four plaided gentlemen of the name lounged around. As Gregor came up the steps from the roadway, his uncle was in process of interviewing a stout red-faced little Lowland laird in cocked hat and good broadcloth, who appeared to be essaying the difficult task of keeping civil, paying over hard cash, and suggesting a rebate, all at the same time. Some clients of the Watch elected to pay their dues in silver.

‘Er . . . just that, Buchlyvie,’ Rob said pleasantly. ‘My nephew, Glengyle. Mr Graham of Buchlyvie, Greg.’ And he got to his feet as he spoke.

Rob Roy seated and standing gave two very different impressions. Seated, he looked a huge man, for he had enormous breadth of shoulder, a barrel-like chest, and arms so long that he could tie the garters of his tartan hose without stooping. Standing, he proved to be less tall than might have been anticipated – though nowise small – with stocky and just slightly bowed legs that gave an extraordinary impression of strength. That impression of strength, indeed, was the most notable quality about the man – and it was not confined to his peculiar physique. A man in his late thirties, he radiated personal power and a latent energy. His fiery red hair, fierce down-curving moustaches, and the rufus fur that clothed wrists and knees as thickly as on one of his own Highland stirks, did not lessen the effect. He was not a good-looking man, as his nephew Gregor Ghlun Dubh was good-looking, but no one who glanced once at Rob Roy MacGregor failed to look again. The brilliance of his pale blue eyes saw to that, if nothing else did. He was clad now, like Glengyle, in the full panoply of Highland dress, great kilt and plaid, tartan doublet, otter-skin sporran, silver buttons, jewelled brooches, buckles and sword-belt. Only, his bonnet, which lay on the table, flaunted but the one eagle’s feather to Gregor’s two.

‘Nephew,’ he said now, quizzically, in the English, ‘Buchlyvie here poses us a nice problem. He contends that since there has been no villainous thievery of his cattle, nor raids on his district, this past year, we ought to be reducing his rate of payment. From five percentum of rateable value, he suggests, to four. How think you?’ He sounded genuinely interested in the proposal.

‘Dia – I think Mr Graham is ungrateful!’ Gregor declared strongly, as required. ‘Because our Watch is successful, and preserves him in peace and plenty, he would deny us our poor sustenance. I cannot congratulate him on his reasoning!’

‘And there you have it, Buchlyvie!’ his uncle laughed genially. ‘My nephew has the clearer brain to us oldsters. Maxima debetur puero reverentia.’ Rob was a great one for Latin tags – for education and all its benefits indeed, and so had brought up young Gregor. ‘I cannot think that there is any more to discuss, eh? Unless indeed you would have us withdraw the Watch from you altogether?’ He was glancing down at the end of the table where one of his henchmen had the silver coins all neatly counted and stacked, and who nodded his head briefly that the tally was correct. ‘Now is the time, whatever, if you would wish it, Mr Graham?’

‘No, no! Mercy on us – never think it, Rob . . . Inversnaid!’ the laird assured hurriedly. ‘The thought never crossed my mind.’

‘That is well. We are of one mind, then?’ The MacGregor signed the handsome receipt under his hand, with a flourish, and passed it over – a document worthy of Edinburgh’s Parliament House. ‘Eh, hey – it is good to deal with reasonable men. I bid you a very good e’en, Buchlyvie.’

‘I do also,’ Glengyle agreed.

All the MacGregor gentlemen did likewise, as the little man bumbled out. Politeness was a great matter with Rob, and none laughed out loud.

‘Well now, Greg,’ his uncle said, in their own tongue, resuming his seat. ‘It was not to listen to such as Buchlyvie that I brought you here. Would you be after liking a small bit of a task, and this something of a special occasion for yourself?’ Taking his nephew’s acceptance for granted, the Captain of the Watch went on. ‘It has been a good day, and all has gone well. The tally has been kept, and only three droves have not come in. Ballikinrain, Kerse and Gallangad. But Ballikinrain and Kerse are on the way. They have been spied from up the tower, there. There is nothing from the direction of Gallangad.’

‘Ah!’

‘And only last quarter-day, see you, Graham of Gallangad was after grumbling about his payments – just the way Buchlyvie was at just now. I am thinking that it is maybe a little small lesson that he needs.’

‘That could be,’ the younger man acceded gravely. ‘And you would have me teach him it?’

‘The notion occurred to me that you might welcome the exercise, Greg. It serves no good purpose when cock-lairdies grow too cocky, whatever. The disease could be catching! You know the place?’

‘Surely. No great distance off. Behind Duncryne, yonder. Five miles, or six?’

‘Eight, make it, and the ford to cross. It will be sundown within the hour. If his beasts were to be here in time, they should have been in sight ere this. Man, Gregor – go you and fetch them in for me. All of them, you will understand? All. It will keep you from wearying.’

‘Yes, then. They are as good as here, just.’

‘No – not here, lad. Bring them to Inversnaid – to Glen Arklet. We shall be gone long before you win them back here. But . . . see you, Gregor – is that the minister that is dodging and skulking down the steps there, like a rock-rabbit?’

‘Och, yes – I had forgotten him. The man is desolate because of his bit cow that has been taken. Bewailing like all the daughters of Babylon!’ Gregor glanced sidelong to see how the other MacGregors had taken this erudite allusion. ‘God’s shadow – it is a great plague for one small cow!’

‘Ministers’ cows always low the loudest,’ Rob Roy observed. ‘But you are speaking for him, Greg?’

‘Och, well . . .’

‘Call him up, then.’

The Reverend Erskine came up to his own kirk with little of the Church-Militant about him. ‘Mr MacGregor,’ he began, with an incipient bow, ‘you’ll forgie me, I hope? I winna waste your time forbye ae meenit.’ Perturbation, it is to be presumed, was driving him into his broadest Fife doric. ‘I was just speiring at Glengyle here . . .’

‘See you, Mhinistear,’ Rob Roy interrupted, but easily. ‘Let us be discussing your matter, be it what it may, on a right footing, whatever. Myself, you may name me a number of things – but not Mister! Inversnaid would be proper, or Captain maybe. But Rob I will answer to – or even MacGregor. But, as Royal’s my Race – no man shall Mister me within my hearing or the reach of my arm, Mister Erskine!’ It was mildly said, but there was a certain sibilance of enunciation, which had a notable effect.

The growl of approval that arose came from all in hearing save Mr Erskine.

That unhappy man all but choked. ‘I . . . I . . . och, nae offence, Inversnaid! Nae offence meant, I assure you. A slip o’ the tongue, nae mair. Just oor Scots usage. . . .’

‘Are you for informing me, sir, what is Scots usage?’

‘Na, na – guidsakes! You’ll have to forgie me, Captain. I’m a right donnert man become since my wife died on me. And noo the coo . . .’

Somewhat donnert he certainly sounded. Gregor, beside him, perceived that the lean veined hand actually trembled as it gestured feebly – the same hand that undoubtedly would beat the Good Book in thunderous authority in the pulpit back there of a Sabbath. And soft-hearted as ever, he intervened.

‘It is but a little small matter, Uncle, to be wasting our time over. One small bit of a cow! Think you we could spare . . .?’

‘The cow is nothing, Nephew – but the principle is everything, whatever,’ Rob Roy declared, sternly now. ‘Mr Erskine, like others, has had my protection, and gained thereby. He cries penury now – but so does every subscriber, from my Lord Marquis downwards. Restore him his cow, see you, and I should have a tail of others demanding the like. The thing is not to be considered. But . . .’ He paused, toying with his silver-mounted dirk, his glance switching between the faces of his nephew and the alarmed presbyter. ‘. . . my respect for God’s Kirk and religion is known. MacAlastair – take you Mr Erskine and let him be choosing any two beasts from the spreagh that he will. Two – you hear me? As free gift and thank offering, from Robert MacGregor of Inversnaid.’

Into the divine’s subsequent incoherent babble of gratitude and blessing, and Gregor’s great laughter, Rob Roy held up his hand. ‘Wheesht you, Mhinistear!’ he commanded. ‘What is that outcry? A truce to your belling, Greg – what is the to-do upbye?’

They all listened. Sure enough there came down to them a considerable din other than the day’s norm of bovine protest. There was much shouting, the clatter of shod hooves and the unmistakable cracking of a whip.

‘See you to it,’ Rob directed, with a brief jerk of his red head in the direction of one of his lounging gentry.

‘I will go,’ young Glengyle announced, born an optimist, and turned him about.

* * *

It was a large travelling-coach that was the cause of the pother – a heavy, brightly painted affair drawn by four matching greys and equipped with whip-cracking jehu and shouting postillions. It was jammed in the throat of the market-place where the road from the east came in, along with perhaps fifty miscellaneous cattle-beasts, and making nothing of the business. Sundry gillies were hallooing round about, and cocked hats were poking through the coach windows. An interesting situation.

Gregor strode thitherwards laughing, pushing his way amongst the beasts. The coach doors were emblazoned with a florid coat-of-arms, ermine cinquefoils on a red field. How the equipage had got even thus far was a mystery. Determined folk, evidently.

A heavy-featured handsome man, handsomely clad and bewigged, beckoned imperiously to Gregor from one of the windows as he approached. ‘Is this a fair, or what? A tryst?’ he called out. ‘Young man – these damned animals are not yours, by chance?’

‘They are not mine, no. But a tryst it is, after a manner of speaking.’

‘Thank the Lord that you speak the Queen’s English, at any rate!’ the gentleman exclaimed. ‘Will you kindly request these jabbering heathen to clear me a passage.’ Fore God, it should be obvious enough even to such as these! I believe that they are wilfully misunderstanding me!’

‘What was it that you were after calling them, sir?’ Gregor Ghlun Dubh enquired interestedly.

‘I said jabbering . . .’ The other’s masterful voice tailed away as his arm was grasped from behind and another and older man’s face appeared near his own, to mutter in his ear. Gregor heard only the words ‘. . . MacGregor tartan . . .’ of whatever was said. But the effect of the whispering was on the whole beneficial. ‘Well, dammit . . . we can’t have this! Shrive me, it’s a scandal, just the same. This is Drymen, is it not? In the same Sheriffdom of Stirling as is Bardowie! Not some Hieland clachan! Blocking the Queen’s highway . . .!’

‘To which Queen do you refer, sir?’ Gregor asked then, more interestedly than ever. To counter the press of bullocks around him, he was now holding on to the handle of the coach door.

There was a musical tinkle of laughter from within. ‘Touché, John!’ a woman’s voice said, as with enjoyment.

The heavy gentleman swallowed, all but gobbled, and drew back from the window a little, turning his head. Gregor took the opportunity to jump up on the step and peer within.

He found the coach to contain two women as well as the two men, both young and both merry-eyed. But the younger, and the larger-eyed if anything, was sitting at this side of the vehicle, only a yard from Gregor’s face. And he recognised her there and then, with a decision and certainty that his uncle must have commended, as quite the most lovely and desirable creature upon which his chiefly grey eyes had yet fallen. In token whereof, despite the difficulty and the balancing feat involved, he swept off his feathered bonnet in an impressive sweep – a thing that could have been done for no man save only the unfortunate Archibald MacGregor of Kilmanan, High Chief of Clan Alpine.

‘Your servant, ladies!’ he announced happily. And though he included them both, courteously, he rather concentrated upon her who was nearest. The Gregorach had always been notably impressionable as regards the sex – as centuries of blood and tears bore witness.

‘Enchanted, sir,’ one of the ladies said – the other one. ‘You are an improvement, I swear, on the other faces that have been examining us! Is he not, Mary?’ She was a plumpish comely creature, patched and prinked and powerfully well dressed for travelling – save over a bulging bosom.

Despite the bosom, Gregor’s eyes still were magnetised by the other female attraction whom she called Mary, a less voluble young woman, and much less fussily dressed, but still more spectacular in her own way. Tall and slender, though dark-eyed and dark-haired and of a sculptured and arch-browed patrician loveliness, there was nothing of the chill and aloofness that frequently complements such beauty. Indeed, conversely, she had a lively warm eagerness of expression, a gaiety of spirit, that was as notable as her good looks. From her comparatively plain attire, and the fashion in which the curling masses of her seemingly unruly hair were ineffectually enclosed in a mere kerchief, instead of the elaborate headgear of the other woman, she might have been a superior servant, or perhaps a paid gentlewoman-companion – only, no one with half an eye could have taken that one for any sort of servant; certainly not Gregor Ghlun Dubh MacGregor of Glengyle.

‘But still more dangerous, I would say!’ this other charmer declared – without by any means cringing back in her corner.

‘Oh, most assuredly. The others, after all, were only bullocks!’ The rounded lady veiled her eyes momentarily, and with effect. ‘And a Jacobite into the bargain, if I mistake not. A professing Jacobite . . . unlike some!’

Both the men opposite cleared their throats. ‘That’s enough, Meg,’ the younger heavily handsome man jerked. To Gregor he said: ‘I’ll wager the ladies will esteem your service the higher, sir, when you set about removing them from the God-offending stink of these cattle!’ And he treated himself to a couple of liberal pinches of snuff, as deodorant.

Gregor managed to withdraw his gaze from the young woman – but sufficient of the effect remained to markedly tone down the automatic resentment aroused in any MacGregor by a derogatory remark anent their staple and stock-in-trade. ‘The Mother of God took no offence at the smell of cattle – in Bethlehem!’ he mentioned levelly. And silenced all in that coach very thoroughly.

Which was the state in which Rob Roy found them. His great shoulders suddenly filled the other window, and he gazed in, from amongst the cattle, frowning just a little. Then his glance lightened.

‘Arnprior!’ he cried. ‘Well, well – here is an unexpected pleasure. And Miss Meg, it will be? Beautiful as was her mother, too!’ Rob’s eyes did not miss the other young woman either, on their way round to the fourth traveller. ‘A coachload of worth and beauty, whatever!’ And he smiled that guileless smile of his that so little matched his reputation.

‘Rob! Yourself, is it!’ That was the older man speaking, and he thrust his hand out of the open window to shake the red-furred fist of the MacGregor. ‘Well met, indeed. Man – you’re looking fine and prosperous. Better than the last time we forgathered, eh! You mind, in that damnable business in Edinburgh – when they pulled Atholl down with the forgeries, and near got some others o’ us, forbye! Three years past, it would be . . .?’

‘Three years, yes. Seventeen and three. Three bad years for the Cause, too. But . . .’ The Highlander shrugged those shoulders. ‘Och, for myself, I have managed, man – I’ve managed! And you, Arnprior – you’ve been furth the country, they tell me?’

‘Aye, aye, Rob – I thought it wise-like, after you-know-what. France, where I saw you-know-who. Then to the Americas – to try to save something from the Darien business, see you. Then London itself – the lions’ den. But och, the lions are purring now, with plenty to digest in their bellies, and auld Scotland dead just, dead – save maybe for yourself, Rob. . . .’

‘Sleeping,’ the other amended mildly.

‘Well . . . maybe. But here’s no place to discuss politics. Man, I saw the MacGregor tartans, and wondered what was all the stour. And this young man . . .’

‘This young man, Arnprior, is my nephew Glengyle.’ That was significantly said.

‘Ha – the Colonel’s grandson!’ Rob Roy and Robert Buchanan of Arnprior had served as comrades-in-arms under the former’s father, Lieutenant-Colonel Donald MacGregor of Glengyle, in the bad stirring days after Killiecrankie. ‘I am proud to shake your hand, Glengyle.’

‘Buchanan of Arnprior, Greg. And Mistress Meg Buchanan. . . .’

‘Alas, no,’ the plump young lady declared, pulling a face. ‘No longer, I’m afraid!’

‘Och, mercy on us, and my manners all gone gyte!’ Arnprior cried. ‘Here is my son-in-law, John Hamilton of Bardowie. And Miss Mary Hamilton, his sister. Rob Roy MacGregor.’

The impact of this introduction on the Hamiltons was noteworthy. John Hamilton half rose from his seat, recovered himself, made as if to thrust out his hand, thought better of it, and bowed his full-bottomed wig instead – a strangely uncertain performance for such a substantial citizen. His sister was more forthright.

‘Rob Roy MacGregor – the noted . . . er . . .!’ Her forthrightness faltered there, and she bit a red lip lest any more should emerge.

‘Exactly, Miss!’ Rob laughed, and slapped the side of the coach so that the entire affair shook alarmingly. ‘None other.’ He turned to her brother. ‘Bardowie is a known name to all men,’ he said civilly. ‘Myself, I thought that I recognised the red and white of the Hamilton scutcheon. Arnprior travels in better company than sometimes he has done, sir!’

‘In more cautious company, anyhow,’ Mrs Hamilton amended, smiling. ‘You will have poor John quite dumb-founert with all your seditious talk! Though not Mary, I think . . .!’

Her father changed the subject. ‘But what do you here, Rob – in Drymen? And whose are all these cattle? Is it some new fair, established since I’ve been gone?’

‘The beasts are mine – or, say, the Gregorach’s. Though, if you are after looking closer, friend, you’ll maybe can make out your own mark on two-three of them, whatever! Your factor at Arnprior, I thank God, has an excellent memory!’

‘Save us all – you mean . . .? Don’t say . . .? Not all these, man . . .?’

‘Business is expanding, yes.’ Rob shrugged. ‘A man must keep pace with the times, as they say. It is Lammas quarter-day, see you, and the dues fall to be collected. And you-know-who gets his share, too.’

‘Eh . . .? Ah! Ummm.’

‘Also, your Arnprior herds, sir, have not lost a beast in these three years,’ Gregor mentioned, coming back into the conversation after a feast of pulchritude. ‘Ask you your factor when you get there.’

‘Aye. I see. Just so.’ The laird did not sound just entirely converted even so, perhaps.

‘Come – we will have to be getting you out of this,’ Rob Roy declared, in suitably businesslike tone. ‘A plague on’t Greg – we’ll need more gillies. Where’s MacAlastair . . .?’,

* * *

That coach was extricated from the bottleneck of Drymen only by means of a major operation wherein cattle were coaxed, cajoled, whacked and manhandled by a vociferous host of wiry and half-naked Gregorach – and during which stirring proceedings the young chieftain of Glengyle contrived, amidst much buffeting, to remain at the desired window of the coach, and from there to point out much that was amusing and edifying. And that some part of his audience at least was fully appreciative of his show and his showmanship seemed to be established by the consistency of the laughter, melodious but little constrained, that rose to join his own throughout.

It was with a distinct sense of disappointment and anti-climax, indeed, that Gregor at last saw the way clear for the coach to take its onwards road eastwards round the lower rim of the great Flanders Moss, to Kippen and Arnprior. He did suggest to his uncle thereafter, as a matter of some urgency, that a mounted escort to conduct the equipage for the remaining dozen miles or so might be a wise precaution – but the older man did not seem just wholly convinced of its necessity. If his nephew insisted, needless to say, they could always send along one of the MacGregor gentlemen . . .? But meanwhile wasn’t it time and more that Gregor went off about the serious business of Gallangad? Unless, of course, Glengyle preferred squiring Lowland females around the country to the man’s work of teaching Gallangad his lesson?

After that, naturally, there was no more that could be said with dignity. Gregor bade an abruptly stiff and formal farewell to the travellers, and curtly ordered MacAlastair to find him half a dozen sturdy gillies – insisting with a stern loftiness that when he said half a dozen he meant only half a dozen; wasn’t he only going to doff the bonnet of a mere bonnet-laird for him? Thereafter he stalked off to collect his garron.

His uncle smiled after him, stroking his small red beard.



CHAPTER TWO


GREGOR got over his disappointment with commendable speed, of course, for as has been stressed he was of a cheerful disposition and no repiner. Also, it falls to be admitted, he was on a ploy that any young MacGregor, any Highlandman almost, would relish. Moreover, the sunset into which he rode was particularly fine – and, as has been made equally clear, he was a young man with an eye for beauty.


He rode south-westwards through the August evening, then, on his sturdy short-legged Highland garron, his own long shanks trailing in the already turning bracken. Six deep-breathing but tireless gillies ran at his heels. They would do the eight miles in well under the hour, thus – for this was a tame country of gentle green slopes and whinny knowes, of patches of tilth and winding purling burns, and these men would run forty steep mountain miles in a day – and then ten more after supper; also they had been town-bound all that day, and now rejoiced in the fine freedom of flexing muscles. And at their heels loped two lean and shaggy deerhounds, trained to cattle working. So ran the Gregorach.


Gregor maintained the bold steep sugarloaf of Duncryne on his right front, where it thrust like a jagged black fang out of the green braes, dividing the level rays of the dying sun, keeping between its base and the shallow valley of the Catter Water. They rode through a blaze of gold and crimson, with inky shadow brimming from every hollow and dip, and magnifying every least projection. Away in front, across the loch, the massive hunched shoulders of the Macfarlane hills above Glen Fruin were etched jetty black against the glare. To the right, their own Ben Lomond and all its stalwart satellites thrust noble brows into the burning heaven to win crowns of glory. And to the left, southwards, the gentler rolling Lowland hills of Kilpatrick lifted round bare breasts out of long purple-brown shelving moors. It was a fair scene – and the fairer for the good work that was toward.


Gallangad sat amongst the green skirts of those long brown moors, across the Catter Water, an open breezy place amidst wide cattle-dotted pastures, visible for miles off. No sort of cover did its approaches boast, save for a few crooked wind-tortured trees – not that Gregor, of course, contemplated for a moment approaching the place under any other cover than his own chiefly bonnet. The house itself, set amongst the huddle of its farmery, was a modest two-storeyed crow-step gabled place grown out of a squat square tower, whitewashed but solid and without pretensions.


The MacGregors forded the Catter at a point actually slightly west of their objective, for Gregor desired to assure himself that they could get cattle across the stream here, on the best line for his eventual formidable droving back to Inversnaid so many rough miles to the north-west. Then up over all the green braes to the house they went, their leader whistling blithely as he rode.


There were cattle scattered about those braes, however, and it seemed a pity to be passing them by. So Glengyle gave the word, and the gillies and dogs spread out, working together in a nice harmony – the consequence being that young Gregor approached Gallangad House with a tail of a round dozen fine heifers. Nobody was going to accuse him of being underhand or ungentlemanly about the business.


Graham of Gallangad thus had fair notification of what was to do, and the size of his problem. He was out in front of his steading as Gregor rode up, a big raw-boned glowering man, clad in hodden-grey homespuns and blue bonnet, a stout blackthorn cudgel in his hand. At his back was only an old cattleman – yet there had been two others only a minute or so before, Gregor had noted. From the windows of the house female faces peered anxiously.


‘Hech, sirs – what’s the meaning o’ this, ava?’ Graham grated – though he must have had a fairly shrewd idea. ‘I’ll thank ye, whaesiver ye are, to leave my beasts alane, b’Goad!’


Gregor tut-tutted, mainly to himself, at the harsh coarse Lowland manner and voice, so unlike his own soft and sibilant Highland tongue. But he greeted the man civilly nevertheless. ‘A good e’en to you, Gallangad,’ he said. ‘Dry it is, and the brackens going back early.’ The fellow, however rude and uncouth, was laird of his own heired thousand acres, and the rights of property and line fell to be respected. ‘I am Glengyle.’


‘I care’na whae ye are, Hielantman – but thae queys are mine, and I’ll hae ye return them whaur ye got them!’


Gregor was interested. This was not the reaction that might have been expected. After all, the fellow knew that he had flouted Rob Roy and the Highland Watch. He would hardly have expected his defection to be overlooked. And yet he was apparently prepared to be defiant. Which could only mean, surely, that he believed himself to be able to defend himself and his cattle? With what? He had sent two men away, presumably to bring up support. But from where? Gallangad himself would not have more than four or five cattlemen and herds on his thousand or so acres of rough grazing. Had he then been brash enough to raise some sort of a confederacy against the Gregorach? The thing was next to unthinkable – but what else would serve? His neighbours, small farmers, cottagers, the miller at Mavie, merest peasants all, would scarce dare lift their hands against Rob Roy – however little they had to lose. Who else could Gallangad have got, then? Not any minions of the law or the government, certainly, when even the Lord Justice-Clerk himself had to pay for protection. They were much too near to the Highland Line for Edinburgh’s writ to run.


Intrigued, Gregor considered the man in relation to all this. A modicum of circumspection might be indicated. Though naturally the fellow must be taught how to speak to such as himself. ‘I think you forget, sir,’ he observed, pleasantly enough. ‘Perhaps your memory is failing on you – a thing that could be happening to any man? But these beasts – and of course two-three others forbye – now belong to Robert Ruadh MacGregor of Inversnaid . . . and to myself. As witness our bond and agreement. The agreement said, moreover, that you should deliver eight prime beasts to Drymen at Lammas-day – that is today – before sundown.’ Noting the other’s swift glance to the left and behind him, Gregor bethought him to gesture to his own henchmen, indicating further cattle which grazed on the slopes above the house. Four gillies and the dogs slipped off unobtrusively forthwith, leaving two with the heifers they already had. ‘Alas that your memory has played you false, Gallangad – and caused the Watch no little inconvenience, whatever. But, as between gentlemen, matters may always be settled decently, and we shall say no more about it . . . save to recoup our extra trouble with a poor extra beast or two.’


‘Y’will, will ye – dirty Hielant stots!’ the other cried. ‘I’ll see you damned first! You with your saft mincing words and your gentrice – ye’re nae mair’n a wheen red-leggit robbers and thieving sorners! I’ve paid enough o’ your mail, and mair.’


Sitting his pony, Gregor sighed – for he greatly disliked unseemly bickering. ‘Not quite enough, Gallangad – not quite. A year of Rob Roy’s peace you have had – and that’s a thing better men than you esteem worth paying for.’ He could not help noting that the man was for ever glancing over to his left, westwards. There was a dip over there, some three hundred yards off, tree-filled – a dene of some sort. ‘And I must urge you, sir, to mend your manners – or I shall be forced to have my gillies teach you better with, say, your blackthorn there!’


Gallangad took a wary pace or two backwards, so that he might slip into the narrows of the steading if necessary. ‘It’ll need mair’n you and your like, my fine fellow!’ he said. ‘I’ve gien you the last beast you’ll hae frae Gallangad.’


‘You prefer that I select them myself . . .?’


There was an interruption to drown Gregor’s soft Highland voice. Up beyond there, where the deerhounds were circling to bring in a mixed scattering of milch-cows and followers to the gillies, a grey-and-white half-collie had appeared out of nowhere and launched itself, barking and snarling, on one of the busy hounds. As dog-fights went it was a brief and inglorious affair, a short sharp tussle wherein the lean and long-legged deerhound seemed to coil itself round the shorter body of its attacker, silently, almost as a snake might, fangs flashing. The other dog’s snarling ceased abruptly in a strangled yelp, and then there was no sound from the heaving rolling squirming pair for a few seconds. Then, seemingly leisurely, the deerhound appeared to disentangle and shake itself, before leaping in great springing bounds on its interrupted task with the cattle, leaving an only faintly twitching ragged bundle on the grass.
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