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A Dagger in the Sky


‘Jem!’ cried Elisabeth Marsden. ‘Come away from that door. There’s something evil about this night.’


Jem shrugged off his mother’s hand and gazed, enthralled, into the sky where a comet, like a vast, silver blade was ploughing through the boiling storm clouds.


‘Please, Jem,’ she pleaded. ‘It’s the devil’s work.’


‘Oh, how can you say that, Mam? It’s beautiful. It’s the most beautiful thing I’ve ever seen in my life.’


Elisabeth shook her head in despair. Beautiful! She could see nothing beautiful about it. She felt its menace piercing her heart like a lance.


‘Jem! Get inside, I beg of you.’


The boy hesitated. His mother’s eyes were filled with terror.


‘What’s all this arguing about?’ came a man’s voice from inside the little stone cottage.


‘That,’ said Elisabeth, pointing at the comet.


John Marsden gave his wife a questioning look. ‘You mean that star?’


‘Can’t you see?’ she continued. ‘It’s in the shape of a cross. It’s an omen, that’s what it is, a warning to mankind to change their sinful ways. Can nobody read the signs? Two years of failed harvests, war with France, another bitter winter, children going hungry and cold . . .’


John Marsden interrupted. ‘Whether this is the Lord’s work or not, I can’t see it doing our Jem any harm to watch it a while longer. Calm yourself, Elisabeth. Come inside and leave the lad to it.’


Jem was grateful for his father’s intervention. He looked for a moment into his lined face. ‘Thanks, Dad,’ he said.


‘Close the door behind you, Jem,’ his father advised. ‘You can go on watching, but don’t stay too long. You’ll catch your death of cold.’


Jem raised his eyes to the comet again. A cross? It wasn’t a cross. No, it was more like a sword, or a dagger. Yes, that was it, a dagger of light that was ripping open the inky, blue-black sky. Jem stood transfixed as the great, shining dagger hung over the north country. He had seen nothing like it in all his eleven years. Its light shone lividly, casting unruly shadows on the cottages by the bridge. Mam was right. It was an omen. Jem wanted to tear himself away from the cold fire above him but he was in awe of it. He wondered who was watching it; maybe everyone in Yorkshire, certainly everyone in the village. Did they feel its mysterious power?


Jem was suddenly afraid. His mother’s words had planted a seed of doubt in his mind. He retreated towards the cottage door, but was drawn again to the light dancing and flickering among the racing clouds. As his face turned towards the comet, he thought he glimpsed a figure emerging from the shadows.


‘Who’s there?’ croaked Jem, surprised to hear his voice trembling.


‘Don’t you recognize me?’ came the reply.


Jem stared uneasily at the newcomer. He was tall and lean, with lank brown hair. Overhead, the blade of the dagger seemed for an instant to point directly at him as it swirled through the sky.


‘It’s Matt, Matt Seddon. I’ve brought your drunken brother home.’


‘Asa,’ exclaimed Jem in relief as a second man appeared.


‘What’s wrong?’ laughed Asa. ‘Did Matt put the wind up you?’


Jem glanced at Matt, then at his brother. At eighteen, Asa was the oldest of John and Elisabeth Marsden’s four children.


‘I got a fright,’ admitted Jem. ‘I was watching the dagger in the sky.’


‘Dagger?’ repeated Matt. ‘Oh, that thing. Dagger indeed! This brother of yours has got a good imagination, Asa.’


Asa nodded proudly, then gave a drunken stagger as if the effort had been too much for him in his present state.


‘Ah well,’ said Matt. ‘I’d better be off home.’


‘Goodnight, Matt,’ said Asa, while Jem kept his silence. He had been longing to share the sight of the comet with Asa, but the arrival of Matt Seddon had disturbed him. There was something about the man which made his flesh creep.


‘You shouldn’t go drinking with him,’ said Jem, as Seddon strode away across the bridge.


‘Why not? He’s a friend of mine.’


‘I don’t like him. Mam doesn’t either. She’d go mad if she knew who you were with.’


Asa sat down on the low wall in front of the cottage and rested his hands on his knees. His voice was thick with the drink.


‘Oh, she won’t mind, Jem. Her bark’s worse than her bite. Anyway, I’ve not just been drinking. I’ve been to a meeting.’


‘Meeting? What meeting? Why didn’t my dad go with you?’


Asa touched his nose lightly with his finger. Jem pouted with annoyance. He hated it when his brother kept things from him.


‘Why won’t you tell me about it, Asa? I won’t spread it around.’


Asa gave a hearty laugh. He was full of himself, and full of drink.


‘You’re too young, Jem.’


‘Too young? I’m old enough to do a day’s work. There are lads my age working at Howton Mill.’


‘Don’t mention that place to me,’ said Asa. ‘The mill’s taking the bread out of our mouths. It can make more cloth in a day than we can make in a week. The Masters will starve us, Jem. They’ll starve us all.’


Jem could sense his brother’s anxiety. He glanced at the dagger and shuddered. How could anything be so beautiful and so frightening?


‘As for the youngsters working there, I don’t envy them. Our young ’uns start working the cloth nearly as soon as they can walk, it’s true, but they work with their own folk, people who love them and take care of them. These Masters though, Mirfield, Brandreth and their likes, all they care for is making money. They’d take your childhood away from you, Jem, and beat you if you didn’t work hard enough.’


Asa’s words sounded slurred and sentimental. Maybe it was the drink. Suddenly his tone changed. Jerking his thumb at the comet, Asa said, ‘That’s a dagger all right, Jem. It’s a sign that we’ll show these Masters what we’re made of. You’re a cropper’s son, and one day you’ll take up the trade yourself. We’ll see to that. You’ll work with your own family at your own pace. Generations of our people have made a great way of life for us and we won’t let it go. We won’t ever let it go.’


It was true. Even at the age of eleven, Jem already had the sturdy build of the cloth-worker, or cropper. He was the spitting image of his brother and father, a Marsden through and through, blond-haired and blue-eyed, tall and strong.


‘Are these meetings dangerous, Asa?’ Jem interrupted his brother.


‘Dangerous?’


‘I’ve heard things. Men going out late and attacking the new machinery.’


Asa clicked his tongue against his teeth, and said, ‘I don’t know who you’ve been listening to, Jem, but you’d better forget all about it. Loose talk could cost a man his freedom, aye, or worse – even his life.’


With that, Asa rose and entered the cottage.


You reckon you’re a big man now, our Asa, thought Jem, but only last year you used to take a deep breath and hurry past my mam so she wouldn’t notice you were drunk.


Jem sighed and took in the scene before him. Ackroyd Bridge crossed the beck which tumbled, pale and sparkling under the light of the comet, down the wooded hillside. Far below, the same clear stream would flow into the river which powered Howton Mill. Around the bridge were the homes of the cloth-workers.


‘A bit cold to be out isn’t it, young Jem?’ came a voice. It was old Bob Dean. He employed the Marsdens at the finishing shop which made up the lower floor of his home. Jem found it hard to imagine him ever beating a child for not working hard enough.


‘I’m all right,’ replied Jem.


‘Watching the stars, are you?’


‘Yes.’


‘Well, don’t catch cold. Tomorrow morning I want you to sweep the floor till there’s not a scrap of cloth anywhere. I can’t have one of my best workers laid up in bed with the flu, can I?’


Jem’s heart swelled as he surveyed the village in which he had grown up. The croppers were the elite among the labouring people of these valleys, big men with a precious skill and pride to match. They took the cloth in its rough state and turned it into pieces with the finest finish.


A smile spread over Jem’s face, then vanished a moment later as he thought again of the mills. If he’d heard his father say it once, he’d heard him say it a hundred times: ‘The machinery in those mills will put us all out of work. It will be the end of our way of life.’


His gaze focussed on the comet’s eerie glow now illuminating the tenters, the wooden frames on which the pieces of rough cloth were stretched. The same tenters, with their squares of white cloth, had stood on these hillsides for generations. Jem stared past them into the valley where he could just distinguish the dim, yellowish lights of Howton Mill, then once more he turned towards the dagger in the sky which hung shimmering over the croppers’ cottages. He shivered involuntarily.


The night wind was rising now, and driving across the hills, flattening the grass and making the trees bow their heads before it. It whipped around Jem and sobbed against the windows of the Marsden cottage, then sped on down the valley, pausing to rattle the great wooden door of Howton Mill before racing on across the lonely moors to Longfield Parsonage.


Within the drab walls of the Parsonage that night in 1812 there was talk and laughter, and the most talk and the gayest laughter came from the lips of Henry Mirfield, owner of Howton Mill. Mirfield was a tall, imposing man of forty. Under his dark, heavy eyebrows sparkled eyes of the deepest brown. He was entertaining the company at the Parsonage with his latest adventures.


‘When I set up business at Howton eighteen months back, there were plenty of Job’s comforters who told me it couldn’t be done. “The cropper lads won’t put up with these new-fangled machines,” they said. Well, they had a point, my friends. I ordered my new shearing frames to be delivered, and made no attempt to conceal the route. I wasn’t going to be worried about a bunch of men with blackened faces skulking on the moors.’


‘Then you were a damned fool, Mirfield,’ announced a portly, balding old man. ‘Yes, a damned fool, say I.’


Mirfield ignored the interruption by his fellow mill-owner, William Brandreth, and continued his tale: ‘I was at Howton, awaiting delivery. Midday came, and there was no sign of the frames. Afternoon turned to evening and still there was no sign. As dusk fell, I saddled old Warrior and rode across the moors in search of my bold lads and the frames. I discovered them all right, six cast-iron frames smashed to pieces and my men gagged and bound in the back of the cart. It came as a shock, I don’t mind telling you.’


‘You learned your lesson the hard way, Mirfield,’ said Brandreth. ‘It’s the only way you newcomers do learn. The government’s the same down in London. They refuse to believe that we’re facing a full-scale rebellion here in Yorkshire.’


‘You exaggerate, surely, my dear fellow,’ protested Alexander Walker, the vicar at Longfield Parsonage, and the evening’s host. His voice startled his granddaughter, Emily, who had been lulled half to sleep on his knee by the evening’s conversation.


‘I do not exaggerate, Sir!’ boomed Brandreth, barely concealing his contempt for the vicar. Brandreth judged all men by their wealth and to the rich mill-owner, the mild-mannered country vicar fell short in his estimation.


‘Hardly a night goes by without some new outrage. I say it’s time to deal with these Luddites in the only manner they understand. I make no secret of it; I’ll ride up to my saddle-girths in the scoundrels’ blood . . .’


‘Moderate your language, Brandreth!’ snapped Mirfield. ‘Show some respect for a man of the Church and kindly remember that there are ladies and children present.’


Brandreth scowled and sat back in his armchair. Mirfield glared at the older man for a second, then continued his story. ‘I was more careful the next time I arranged delivery. I had my frames brought by canal as far as I could, then had them transported with an armed escort along the old pack-horse tracks. This time I set the Luddites a false trail. Old Jim Elland led them a merry dance with an empty cart. The upshot of all this is that the frames are now installed and working.’


The story of Mirfied’s victory drew polite applause from the little gathering. Filling the comfortable parlour of Longfield Parsonage were the gentry of the district; manufacturers, merchants, lawyers and churchmen.


While the company were re-filling their glasses, Emily heard her mother exclaim:


‘Emily, come quickly. Look outside.’


The child hurried over to the window, followed by other guests, and gasped at the vision which, three miles away, was thrilling – and frightening – Jem Marsden.


‘What is it?’


‘It’s a comet, Emily,’ replied Henry Mirfield, joining them at the window. ‘You’re a lucky girl. I haven’t seen one to match it, and I’ve travelled far and wide.’


Brandreth gave a low chuckle and added his own observation. ‘I hope those machine-breakers are watching it. Let them read it as a sign. I swear that I shall bring order to these valleys yet.’


‘Come now, my dear Brandreth,’ said Mirfield with a smile. ‘We’ll bring peace to Yorkshire all right, but don’t fill the child’s head with superstitious nonsense. It isn’t a sign or a prophecy. It’s a piece of rock hurtling through the heavens, no more, no less. Why can’t you just admire it for what it is, a wonderful thing of Nature?’


For the second time that evening, Brandreth surrendered to Mirfield’s reprimand. Emily watched the old man muttering under his breath. Despite all his blustering, he was no match for Mirfield. The younger man had a commanding presence. There was something about this man, something which made her shrink from him. Behind his outward composure she could sense the potential for ruthless action.


‘Come on now, Emily,’ ordered her mother quietly. ‘That’s enough excitement for one evening. Let’s get you up to bed.’


Reluctantly, Emily turned her back on the magical comet. She bid goodnight to each of the guests in turn, saving for her grandfather a special kiss on the cheek. As she reached the door, Emily cast a furtive glance at Mirfield. He had been calling at the Parsonage regularly over the last few weeks, and had been standing at her mother’s side the whole evening.
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