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Introduction


LOUISE WELSH


Kidnapped is a blast of a book which starts quietly, as violent storms sometimes do. In his dedication to his close friend Charles Baxter, Robert Louis Stevenson describes it as ‘a book for the winter-evening schoolroom when the tasks are over and the hour for bed draws near’. The tale begins with an unlikely hero embarking on a quest. It is an opening reminiscent of a fairy tale and recalls the repetition and variations of the oral tradition.


The early mist is lifting from the valley as young, recently orphaned David Balfour leaves his village of Essendean for the last time, determined to seek his inheritance from his estranged uncle Ebenezer, master of the House of Shaws. The day promises to be bright, but Scotland is a country of fickle weather. Sunny beginnings do not guarantee a clement day.


Young Balfour chances upon three people on his journey. They are different types but each warns him not to pursue his quest. An honest carter advises David to ‘keep clear of the Shaws’. A dapper barber in a fancy white wig declares that Mr Balfour of Shaws is ‘nae kind of man, nae kind of man at all’. Finally, Janet Clouston, an eldritch old woman, who David encounters towards sunset, delivers a chilling warning. She points at an inhospitable ruin standing alone and abandoned-looking at the bottom of the next valley, and announces, ‘That is the house of Shaws! . . . Blood built it: blood stopped the building of it; blood shall bring it down . . . Black be its fall!’ Janet curses Ebenezer Shaw ‘. . . and his house, byre and stable, man, guest, and master, wife, miss or bairn’. As the book progresses, it may seem that she has cursed young David Balfour too.


Kidnapped was originally serialised in 1886 in Young Folks, a children’s literary magazine which was also the first publisher of Stevenson’s Treasure Island and The Black Arrow. It is possible to glimpse the episodic nature of the novel in its repeated cliff-hangers and blithe shifts between registers. The atmosphere of the first encounter between David and his Uncle Ebenezer swings from gothic into pantomime.


David reaches the Shaws as night begins to fall. The ruined house looms eerie in the gloom, only bats and shadows are abroad. Ebenezer Balfour leans out from an upstairs window, wearing a nightcap and pointing ‘the bell mouth of a blunderbuss’ at his nephew’s head. His first words are, ‘It’s loaded.’ Much worse is to come from Ebenezer Shaw, one of the finest, most miserly of literary villains to ever steal an inheritance and attempt nepoticide.


The contrast between the freedom of the sunny, opening paragraph of Kidnapped and the constriction David experiences in the House of Shaws weaves its way through the novel. Stevenson wrote Kidnapped locked-down in Bournemouth, where constant ill-health forced him to live ‘like a weevil in a biscuit’. The writer’s experience of physical discomfort and confinement informs David’s journey in Kidnapped. The boy is variously incarcerated on a boat, an island, upon a high rock and in a crofter’s cottage. Between these ordeals he experiences Scotland’s wide seas and open landscapes.


Despite Robert Louis Stevenson’s chronic illnesses, the three years he spent in Bournemouth (1884–7) were the most prolific of his career. The period produced three of his greatest publications, A Child’s Garden of Verses, The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde and Kidnapped. He and his wife, Fanny Osbourne, christened their Bournemouth cottage Skerryvore, in honour of Scotland’s tallest, most graceful lighthouse. The lighthouse was built by Stevenson’s Uncle Alan whose Account of the Skerryvore Lighthouse (1848) is a combination of detailed explanations of engineering procedures and thrilling descriptions of inhospitable weather, courageous seamanship and near-death adventures, written in the steady voice of a man equipped to fix tall, granite towers on treacherous rocks.


Robert Louis Stevenson was born into a family of lighthouse engineers. He wrote with pride of his family’s achievements.




My father and Uncle David made the third generation . . . who had been engineer to the Board of Northern Lights; there is scarce a deep-sea light from the Isle of Man to North Berwick, but one of my blood designed it . . . the Bell Rock stands monument for my grandfather; the Skerry Vohr for my Uncle Alan; and when the lights come out at sundown along the shores of Scotland I am proud to think they burn more brightly for the genius of my father.





Breaking light is popularly associated with learning, revelation and goodness. It has an extra resonance in Stevenson’s work. Uncle Ebenezer sends David Balfour up a tower at the far end of the House of Shaws to collect a chest full of papers. Ebenezer refuses David’s request for a light, ‘Nae lights in my house’, but he assures him that although there is no bannister the stairs are ‘grand underfoot’. David recounts,




The House of Shaws stood some five full storeys high, not counting lofts. Well, as I advanced, it seemed to me the stair grew airier and a thought more lightsome; and I was wondering what might be the cause of this change, when a second blink of the summer lightning came and went. If I did not cry out, it was because fear had me by the throat; and if I did not fall, it was more by Heaven’s mercy than my own strength. It was not only that the flash shone in on every side through breaches in the wall, so that I seemed to be clambering aloft upon an open scaffold, but the same passing brightness showed me the steps were of unequal length, and that one of my feet rested that moment within two inches of the well.





The tall tower and the flash of light that saves the boy from mortal danger recalls the lighthouses designed by Stevenson’s ancestors which saved many mariners from a premature death.


Ill-health and artistic ambitions meant that Robert Louis Stevenson was unsuited to the physical trials demanded of a lighthouse engineer. Nevertheless, or perhaps inevitably, he was expected to join the family profession. His three years in training was not time wasted. They necessitated journeys around Scotland’s coastlines, including tours around Orkney, Shetland and the Western Isles. Stevenson’s letters home complain repeatedly about the weather, rugged landscape and monotony of rural life but his travels provided him with enough impressions to fuel a lifetime of writing.


Foiled in his attempt to send his nephew flying from the breached tower, Uncle Ebenezer succeeds in tricking him onto a ship ironically named the Covenant. David Balfour is now a prisoner, bound for the Carolinas where he will be forced into indentured servitude, working the land in order to repay his passage.


The dastardly uncle, the young boy press-ganged and bound for forced labour overseas, a thrilling return and fight for justice; the events that compose the plot of Kidnapped are the perfect stuff of adventure fiction. But the core of the book is inspired by actual events including the true life case of James Annesley, also a source for Sir Walter Scott’s Guy Mannering.


James Annesley was born into a wealthy, titled family in County Wexford in 1715. Annesley’s uncle Richard is suspected of poisoning Annesley’s father, the Earl of Anglesey (his own elder brother), in order to put himself closer to the title and estate. He removed the next impediment to position and fortune, his nephew James Annesley, by arranging for him to be kidnapped and shipped to America. James spent twelve hard years as an indentured servant in Delaware, an ordeal that many men did not survive, before returning home and fighting his way through the courts to reclaim his inheritance.


Kidnapped is very different from the book that preceded it, Stevenson’s ‘shilling shocker’, The Strange Case of Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde. But, like Jekyll and Hyde, the novel is shot through with moments of light and darkness that reflect on human duality. David Balfour’s father, Alexander, was a good man, his uncle Ebenezer is a bad lot. But Stevenson continues to recognise the possibility of good and evil existing within the same body. Confined on board the Covenant with a crew of ‘tarry sailors’ who become his captors, David realises,




No class of man is altogether bad, but each has its own faults and virtues; and these shipmates of mine were no exception to the rule. Rough they were, sure enough; and bad, I suppose; but they had many virtues. They were kind when it occurred to them, simple even beyond the simplicity of a country lad like me, and had some glimmerings of honesty.





The seamen may not be all bad, but the careless murder of Ransome, a poor, corrupted cabin boy, by one of the ship’s mates, is a reminder that David is in a perilous situation. Just as his future looks grim, constriction and freedom collide again, and the novel moves dramatically onto a new stage. Stevenson wrote to his friend Watts Dunton of Kidnapped, ‘I began it partly as a lark, partly as a pot boiler, and suddenly it moved, David and Alan stepped out from the canvas, and I found I was in another world.’


Alan Breck Stewart springs aboard the Covenant out of a foggy sea when the ship runs down the rowing boat he is travelling in. Everyone in the smaller boat is killed, except for Alan who, in an act of athleticism worthy of Errol Flynn, catches hold of the bowsprit of the ship and hauls himself aboard. The look of ‘dancing madness’ in Alan’s eyes is both ‘engaging and alarming’, his clothes are costly, ‘though somewhat spoiled’, and he is armed to the teeth. Alan Breck’s silver buttons and a glimpse of the guineas in his money-belt (rents Alan is delivering to his clan chief Ardsheil, exiled in France) excites the ship’s captain. It is not long before David Balfour is in another fix, pinned down in the roundhouse of the ship with Alan Breck, outnumbered and under attack from all sides.


Alan Breck Stewart is based on an actual historical figure of the same name (spelt Allan, with two ‘l’s) a Jacobite exiled in the wake of the rebellion of 1745. Stevenson had a keen interest in Scottish history. In 1880, he wrote to his father setting out his ambitions for a ‘noble work’ entitled The Transformation of the Scottish Highlands, which he hoped would be ‘splendid stuff; various, romantic, human, scientific, religious, touching the privates of the old mystery of race’. In 1881, he went so far as to apply for the job of Professor of History and Constitutional Law at Edinburgh University. Stevenson convinced himself he was perfect for the role, despite, as he confessed to his friend Sidney Colvin (while asking for a reference), ‘never having done anything in history, strictly speaking’. Not surprisingly, Stevenson’s application for the job was unsuccessful. The Transformation of the Scottish Highlands also went unwritten. But Stevenson’s research for the book, combined with experience gleaned from his travels around the Scottish coasts, fuel the next stages of David Balfour and Alan Breck’s adventures.


The fight in the roundhouse is a masterful blend of realism and escapade. David claps a pistol to one of the sailors, ‘and might have shot him too; only at the touch of him (and him alive) my whole flesh misgave me and I could no more pull the trigger than I could have flown.’ The sailor continues his attack and David is forced to kill him. Without losing the pace of the fight, Stevenson evokes the horror of what it is to kill. The realisation that he has ended a life reduces David to tears after the fight. Alan Breck has no such qualms. He embraces David, exclaiming, ‘I love you like a brother. And O, man . . . am I no a bonny fighter?’ Then he sings ‘The song of the sword of Alan’, a ballad he composed during the fight, which omits David’s involvement.


Alan is indeed a bonny fighter: brave, cultured, loyal and vainglorious. David is no less loyal, but he plays solid Lowlander to Alan’s daring Highlander. There are differences of religion and political loyalties too. Alan is a Jacobite who believes Charles Edward Stuart should be on the throne. David considers himself ‘an honest subject of King George’. Their relationship surpasses their differences in a meeting of two hearts. When the two opposites fall out over an unwise gamble of Alan’s, the hurt is real enough to cut the reader. Their eventual reconciliation is a relief.


The Covenant is wrecked on the Torrin rocks, later marked by Dubh Artach lighthouse, established in 1872 by Robert Louis Stevenson’s father, Thomas Stevenson. David is stranded on Erraid Island, subjected to cold, rain and shellfish poisoning. He could easily avoid these trials if he understood the local Gaelic fishermen, who tell him he can wade to the mainland at low tide. The confusion heralds David’s entry into the Highlands, where he is ignorant of the language and customs.


David and Alan are reunited over one of the most notorious murders and miscarriages of justice in Highland history, the Appin Murder. In May 1752, government factor Colin Campbell of Glenure, known as the Red Fox, was shot in the back by a sniper and killed. The search for his murderer focussed on the Stewarts of Appin who had recently suffered evictions ordered by Campbell. One of the chief suspects was Allan Breck Stewart.


Stevenson places David Balfour and Alan Breck at the heart of the action. David is talking to Campbell at the very moment he is shot. He is accused of being an accomplice to the murder and flees. Alan, who is fishing nearby, runs with him. This is the turn of the screw which places David beyond the law. In Alan’s words they must ‘take to the heather . . . or else hang’.


The course of the Covenant and David and Alan’s perilous journey across land from Erraid back to Queensferry can be traced by the reader on the map Stevenson insisted must accompany the text. Alan warns David, ‘it’s a hard thing to skulk and starve in the heather’. Stevenson knew first-hand the harshness and beauty of the Highland landscape and weather. He also knew that harshness and beauty are not the opposites they might initially seem. David is reduced to the point where he fears, ‘I must lie down and die on these wet mountains like a sheep or a fox, and my bones must whiten like the bones of a beast’. Thanks to Alan’s help and his own grit, he lives to confront his uncle and regain his fortune.


Stevenson ran out of energy in the final chapters of Kidnapped. The book closes so abruptly that its first publication included a note from ‘the editor’ (removed on publication of the book’s sequel Catriona), which reassured readers, ‘. . . all went well with both . . . whatever befell them, it was not dishonour, and whatever failed them, they were not found wanting in themselves.’


Perhaps, as Stevenson noted in Virginibus Puerisque, ‘to travel hopefully is a better thing than to arrive’. Kidnapped may leave the reader gasping for more, but it is a thrilling journey that also makes us gasp with fear on behalf of David Balfour and Alan Breck Stewart, two characters who escape jeopardy with such vigour that they escape the page.




List of Illustrations


The course of David Balfour’s wanderings and the voyage of the Covenant


A main entrance it was plainly meant to be, but never finished


The stair had been carried no higher


‘Here he is; here he shall bide.’


The man had leapt up and caught hold of the brig’s bowsprit


The song of the sword of Alan


Two hands were put to the helm, and Hoseason himself would sometimes lend a help


I still cried and waved to them


He cursed me once more in Gaelic and took himself off


His head rolled on his shoulder, and he passed away


I was now alone upon the rock


We began to slip from rock to rock one after the other


We were lying on our backs, each with a dirk at his throat


‘The Restoration!’


He had no thought but for the music


She had set us on the Lothian shore, and was out again at sea


He stared upon us like a man turned to stone
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Prefatory Note by Mrs R. L. Stevenson


While my husband and Mr Henley were engaged in writing plays in Bournemouth they made up a number of titles, hoping to use them in the future. Dramatic composition was not what my husband preferred, but the torrent of Mr Henley’s enthusiasm swept him off his feet. However, after several plays had been finished, and his health seriously impaired by his endeavours to keep up with Mr Henley, playwriting was abandoned for ever, and my husband returned to his legitimate vocation. Having added one of the titles, The Hanging Judge, to the list of projected plays, now thrown aside, and emboldened by my husband’s offer to give me any help needed, I concluded to try and write it myself.


As I wanted a trial scene in the Old Bailey, I chose the period of 1700 for my purpose; but being shamefully ignorant of my subject, and my husband confessing to little more knowledge than I possessed, a London bookseller was commissioned to send us everything he could procure bearing on Old Bailey trials. A great package came in response to our order, and very soon we were both absorbed, not so much in the trials as in following the brilliant career of a Mr Garrow, who appeared as counsel in many of the cases. We sent for more books, and yet more, still intent on Mr Garrow, whose subtle cross-examination of witnesses and masterly, if sometimes startling, methods of arriving at the truth seemed more thrilling to us than any novel.


Occasionally other trials than those of the Old Bailey would be included in the package of books we received from London; among these my husband found and read with avidity – The Trial of James Stewart in Aucharn in Duror of Appin for the Murder of Colin Campbell of Glenure, Esq., Factor for His Majesty on the forfeited Estate of Ardshiel.


My husband was always interested in this period of his country’s history, and had already the intention of writing a story that should turn on the Appin murder. The tale was to be of a boy, David Balfour, supposed to belong to my husband’s own family, who should travel in Scotland as though it were a foreign country, meeting with various adventures and misadventures by the way. From the trial of James Stewart my husband gleaned much valuable material for his novel, the most important being the character of Alan Breck. Apart from having described him as ‘smallish in stature’, my husband seems to have taken Alan Breck’s personal appearance, even to his clothing, from the book.


A letter from James Stewart to Mr John Macfarlane introduced as evidence in the trial, says: ‘There is one Alan Stewart, a distant friend of the late Ardshiel’s, who is in the French service and came over in March last, as he said to some, in order to settle at home; to others, that he was to go soon back; and was, as I hear, the day that the murder was committed, seen not far from the place where it happened, and is now not to be seen; by which it is believed he was the actor. He is a desperate foolish fellow; and if he is guilty, came to the country for that very purpose. He is a tall, pock-pitted lad, very black hair, and wore a blue coat and metal buttons, an old red vest, and breeches of the same colour.’ A second witness testified to having seen him wearing ‘a blue coat with silver buttons, a red waistcoat, black shag breeches, tartan hose, and feathered hat, with a big coat, dun coloured’, a costume referred to by one of the counsel as ‘French clothes which were remarkable’.


There are many incidents given in the trial that point to Alan’s fiery spirit and Highland quickness to take offence. One witness ‘declared also that the said Alan Breck threatened that he would charge Ballieveolan and his sons to fight because of his removing the declarant last year from Glenduror’. On another page: ‘Duncan Campbell, change-keeper at Annat, aged thirty-five years, married, witness cited, sworn, purged and examined ut supra, depones that, in the month of April last, the deponent met with Alan Breck Stewart, with whom he was not acquainted, and John Stewart, in Auchnacoan, in the house of the walk miller of Auchofragan, and went on with them to the house: Alan Breck Stewart said, that he hated all the name of Campbell; and the deponent said he had no reason for doing so: but Alan said he had very good reason for it: that thereafter they left the house; and, after drinking a dram at another house, came to the deponent’s house where they went in, and drank some drams, and Alan Breck renewed the former conversation; and the deponent making the same answer, Alan said that if the deponent had any respect for his friends he would tell them that if they offered to turn out the possessors of Ardshiel’s estate he would make blackcocks of them before they entered into possession, by which the deponent understood shooting them, it being a common phrase in the country.’


Some time after the publication of Kidnapped we stopped for a short while in the Appin country, where we were surprised and interested to discover that the feeling concerning the murder of Glenure (the ‘Red Fox’, also called ‘Colin Roy’) was almost as keen as though the tragedy had taken place the day before. For several years my husband received letters of expostulation or commendation from members of the Campbell and Stewart clans. I have in my possession a paper, yellow with age, that was sent soon after the novel appeared, containing ‘The Pedigree of the Family of Appine’, wherein it is said that ‘Alan 3rd Baron of Appine was not killed at Flowdoun, tho there, but lived to a great old age. He married the daughter of Ewan Cameron of Lochiel.’ Following this is a paragraph stating that ‘John Stewart first of Ardsheall, of his descendants Alan Breck had better be omitted. Duncan Baan Stewart in Achindarroch, his father, was a Bastard.’


One day, while my husband was busily at work, I sat beside him reading an old cookery book called The Compleat Housewife: or Accomplish’d Gentlewoman’s Companion. In the midst of receipts for ‘Rabbits, and Chickens mumbled, Pickled Samphire, Skirret Pye, Baked Tansy’, and other forgotten delicacies, there were directions for the preparation of several lotions for the preservation of beauty. One of these was so charming that I interrupted my husband to read it aloud. ‘Just what I wanted!’ he exclaimed; and the receipt for the ‘Lilly of the Valley Water’ was instantly incorporated into Kidnapped.


F. V. de G. S.




Dedication


My dear Charles Baxter – If you ever read this tale, you will likely ask yourself more questions then I should care to answer: as for instance how the Appin murder has come to fall in the year 1751, how the Torran rocks have crept so near to Erraid, or why the printed trial is silent as to all that touches David Balfour. These are nuts beyond my ability to crack. But if you tried me on the point of Alan’s guilt or innocence, I think I could defend the reading of the text. To this day you will find the tradition of Appin clear in Alan’s favour. If you enquire, you may even hear that the descendants of ‘the other man’ who fired the shot are in the country to this day. But the other man’s name, enquire as you please, you shall not hear; for the Highlander values a secret for itself and for the congenial exercise of keeping it. I might go on for long to justify one point and own another indefensible; it is more honest to confess at once how little I am touched by the desire of accuracy. This is no furniture for the scholar’s library, but a book for the winter-evening schoolroom when the tasks are over and the hour for bed draws near; and honest Alan, who was a grim old fire-eater in his day, has in this new avatar no more desperate purpose than to steal some young gentleman’s attention from his Ovid, carry him awhile into the Highlands and the last century, and pack him to bed with some engaging images to mingle with his dreams.


As for you, my dear Charles, I do not even ask you to like this tale. But perhaps when he is older, your son will; he may then be pleased to find his father’s name in its pages; and in the meanwhile it pleases me to set it there, in memory of many days that were happy and some (now perhaps as pleasant to remember) that were sad. If it is strange for me to look back from a distance both in time and space on these bygone adventures of our youth, it must be stranger for you who tread the same streets – who may tomorrow open the door of the old Speculative, where we begin to rank with Scott and Robert Emmet and the beloved and inglorious Macbean – or may pass the corner of the close where that great society, the L. J. R., held its meetings and drank its beer, sitting in the seats of Burns and his companions. I think I see you, moving there by plain daylight, beholding with your natural eyes those places that have now become for your companion a part of the scenery of dreams. How, in the intervals of present business, the past must echo in your memory! Let it not echo often without some kind thoughts of your friend,


R. L. S.


Skerryvore, Bournemouth


1886




1


I Set off upon My Journey to the House of Shaws


I will begin the story of my adventures with a certain morning early in the month of June, the year of grace 1751, when I took the key for the last time out of the door of my father’s house. The sun began to shine upon the summit of the hills as I went down the road; and by the time I had come as far as the manse, the blackbirds were whistling in the garden lilacs, and the mist that hung around the valley in the time of the dawn was beginning to arise and die away.


Mr Campbell, the minister of Essendean, was waiting for me by the garden gate, good man! He asked me if I had breakfasted; and hearing that I lacked for nothing, he took my hand in both of his and clapped it kindly under his arm.


‘Well, Davie, lad,’ said he, ‘I will go with you as far as the ford, to set you on the way.’


And we began to walk forward in silence.


‘Are ye sorry to leave Essendean?’ said he, after a while.


‘Why, sir,’ said I, ‘if I knew where I was going, or what was likely to become of me, I would tell you candidly. Essendean is a good place indeed, and I have been very happy there; but then I have never been anywhere else. My father and mother, since they are both dead, I shall be no nearer to in Essendean than in the Kingdom of Hungary; and, to speak truth, if I thought I had a chance to better myself where I was going I would go with a good will.’


‘Ay?’ said Mr Campbell. ‘Very well, Davie. Then it behoves me to tell your fortune; or so far as I may. When your mother was gone, and your father (the worthy, Christian man) began to sicken for his end, he gave me in charge a certain letter, which he said was your inheritance. “So soon,” says he, “as I am gone, and the house is redd up and the gear disposed of” (all which, Davie, hath been done), “give my boy this letter into his hand, and start him off to the House of Shaws, not far from Cramond. That is the place I came from,” he said, “and it’s where it befits that my boy should return. He is a steady lad,” your father said, “and a canny goer, and I doubt not he will come safe, and be well liked where he goes.” ’


‘The House of Shaws!’ I cried. ‘What had my poor father to do with the House of Shaws?’


‘Nay,’ said Mr Campbell, ‘who can tell that for a surety? But the name of that family, Davie boy, is the name you bear – Balfours of Shaws: an ancient, honest, reputable house, peradventure in these latter days decayed. Your father, too, was a man of learning as befitted his position; no man more plausibly conducted school; nor had he the manner or the speech of a common dominie; but (as ye will yourself remember) I took aye a pleasure to have him to the manse to meet the gentry; and those of my own house, Campbell of Kilrennet, Campbell of Dunswire, Campbell of Minch, and others, all well-kenned gentlemen, had pleasure in his society. Lastly, to put all the elements of this affair before you, here is the testamentary letter itself, superscrived by the own hand of our departed brother.’


He gave me the letter, which was addressed in these words: ‘To the hands of Ebenezer Balfour, Esquire, of Shaws, in his House of Shaws, this will be delivered by my son, David Balfour.’ My heart was beating hard at this great prospect now suddenly opening before a lad of seventeen years of age, the son of a poor country dominie in the Forest of Ettrick.


‘Mr Campbell,’ I stammered, ‘and if you were in my shoes, would you go?’


‘Of a surety,’ said the minister, ‘that would I, and without pause. A pretty lad like you should get to Cramond (which is near in by Edinburgh) in two days of walk. If the worst came to the worst, and your high relations (as I cannot but suppose them to be somewhat of your blood) should put you to the door, ye can but walk the two days back again and risp at the manse door. But I would rather hope that ye shall be well received, as your poor father forecast for you, and for anything that I ken come to be a great man in time. And here, Davie, laddie,’ he resumed, ‘it lies near upon my conscience to improve this parting, and set you on the right guard against the dangers of the world.’


Here he cast about for a comfortable seat, lighted on a big boulder under a birch by the trackside, sat down upon it with a very long, serious upper lip, and the sun now shining in upon us between two peaks, put his pocket handkerchief over his cocked hat to shelter him. There, then, with uplifted forefinger, he first put me on my guard against a considerable number of heresies, to which I had no temptation, and urged upon me to be instant in my prayers and reading of the Bible. That done, he drew a picture of the great house that I was bound to, and how I should conduct myself with its inhabitants.


‘Be soople, Davie, in things immaterial,’ said he. ‘Bear ye this in mind, that, though gentle born, ye have had a country rearing. Dinnae shame us, Davie, dinnae shame us! In yon great, muckle house, with all these domestics, upper and under, show yourself as nice, as circumspect, as quick at the conception, and as slow of speech as any. As for the laird – remember he’s the laird; I say no more: honour to whom honour. It’s a pleasure to obey a laird, or should be, to the young.’


‘Well, sir,’ said I, ‘it may be; and I’ll promise you I’ll try to make it so.’


‘Why, very well said,’ replied Mr Campbell, heartily. ‘And now to come to the material, or (to make a quibble) to the immaterial. I have here a little packet which contains four things.’ He tugged it, as he spoke, and with some great difficulty, from the skirt pocket of his coat. ‘Of these four things, the first is your legal due: the little pickle money for your father’s books and plenishing, which I have bought (as I have explained from the first) in the design of re-selling at a profit to the incoming dominie. The other three are gifties that Mrs Campbell and myself would be blithe of your acceptance. The first, which is round, will likely please ye best at the first off-go; but, Oh Davie, laddie, it’s but a drop of water in the sea; it’ll help you but a step, and vanish like the morning. The second, which is flat and square and written upon, will stand by you through life, like a good staff for the road and a good pillow to your head in sickness. And as for the last, which is cubical, that’ll see you, it’s my prayerful wish, into a better land.’


With that he got upon his feet, took off his hat, and prayed a little while aloud, and in affecting terms, for a young man setting out into the world; then suddenly took me in his arms and embraced me very hard, then held me at arm’s length, looking at me with his face all working with sorrow; and then whipped about, and crying goodbye to me, set off backward by the way that we had come at a sort of jogging run. It might have been laughable to another; but I was in no mind to laugh. I watched him as long as he was in sight; and he never stopped hurrying, nor once looked back. Then it came in upon my mind that this was all his sorrow at my departure; and my conscience smote me hard and fast, because I, for my part, was overjoyed to get away out of that quiet countryside, and go to a great, busy house, among rich and respected gentlefolk of my own name and blood.


‘Davie, Davie,’ I thought, ‘was ever seen such black ingratitude? Can you forget old favours and old friends at the mere whistle of a name? Fie, fie; think shame!’


And I sat down on the boulder the good man had just left, and opened the parcel to see the nature of my gifts. That which he had called cubical, I had never had much doubt of; sure enough it was a little Bible, to carry in a plaid-neuk. That which he had called round, I found to be a shilling piece; and the third, which was to help me so wonderfully both in health and sickness all the days of my life, was a little piece of coarse yellow paper, written upon thus in red ink:




TO MAKE LILLY OF THE VALLEY WATER – Take the flowers of lilly of the valley and distil them in sack, and drink a spooneful or two as there is occasion. It restores speech to those that have the dumb palsey. It is good against the Gout; it comforts the heart and strengthens the memory; and the flowers, put into a Glasse, close stopt, and set into ane hill of ants for a month, then take it out, and you will find a liquor which comes from the flowers, which keep in a vial; it is good, ill or well, and whether man or woman.


And then, in the minister’s own hand, was added:


Likewise for sprains, rub it in; and for the cholic, a great spooneful in the hour.





To be sure, I laughed over this, but it was rather tremulous laughter; and I was glad to get my bundle on my staff’s end and set out over the ford and up the hill upon the farther side; till, just as I came on the green drove-road running wide through the heather, I took my last look of Kirk Essendean, the trees about the manse, and the big rowans in the kirkyard where my father and my mother lay.
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I Come to My Journey’s End


On the forenoon of the second day, coming to the top of a hill, I saw all the country fall away before me down to the sea; and in the midst of this descent, on a long ridge, the city of Edinburgh smoking like a kiln. There was a flag upon the castle, and ships moving or lying anchored in the firth; both of which, for as far away as they were, I could distinguish clearly; and both brought my country heart into my mouth.


Presently after, I came by a house where a shepherd lived, and got a rough direction for the neighbourhood of Cramond; and so, from one to another, worked my way to the westward of the capital by Colinton, till I came out upon the Glasgow road. And there, to my great pleasure and wonder, I beheld a regiment marching to the fifes, every foot in time; an old red-faced general on a grey horse at the one end, and at the other the company of Grenadiers, with their Pope’s-hats. The pride of life seemed to mount into my brain at the sight of the redcoats and the hearing of that merry music.


A little farther on, and I was told I was in Cramond parish, and began to substitute in my enquiries the name of the House of Shaws. It was a word that seemed to surprise those of whom I sought my way. At first I thought the plainness of my appearance, in my country habit, and that all dusty from the road, consorted ill with the greatness of the place to which I was bound. But after two, or maybe three, had given me the same look and the same answer, I began to take it in my head there was something strange about the Shaws itself.


The better to set this fear at rest, I changed the form of my enquiries; and spying an honest fellow coming along a lane on the shaft of his cart, I asked him if he had ever heard tell of a house they called the House of Shaws.


He stopped his cart and looked at me, like the others, ‘Ay,’ said he. ‘What for?’


‘It’s a great house?’ I asked.


‘Doubtless,’ says he. ‘The house is a big, muckle house.’


‘Ay,’ said I, ‘but the folk that are in it?’


‘Folk?’ cried he. ‘Are ye daft? There’s nae folk there – to call folk.’


‘What?’ say I; ‘not Mr Ebenezer?’


‘Oo, ay,’ says the man; ‘there’s the laird, to be sure if it’s him you’re wanting. What’ll like be your business, mannie?’


‘I was led to think that I would get a situation,’ I said, looking as modest as I could.


‘What?’ cries the carter, in so sharp a note that his very horse started; and then, ‘Well, mannie,’ he added, ‘it’s nane of my affairs; but ye seem a decent-spoken lad and if ye’ll take a word from me, ye’ll keep clear of the Shaws.’


The next person I came across was a dapper little man in a beautiful white wig, whom I saw to be a barber on his rounds; and knowing well that barbers were great gossips, I asked him plainly what sort of a man was Mr Balfour of the Shaws.


‘Hoot, hoot, hoot,’ said the barber, ‘nae kind of a man, nae kind of a man at all’; and began to ask me very shrewdly what my business was; but I was more than a match for him at that, and he went on to his next customer no wiser than he came.


I cannot well describe the blow this dealt to my illusions. The more indistinct the accusations were, the less I liked them, for they left the wider field to fancy. What kind of a great house was this, that all the parish should start and stare to be asked the way to it? or what sort of a gentleman, that his ill-fame should be thus current on the wayside? If an hour’s walking would have brought me back to Essendean, I had left my adventure then and there, and returned to Mr Campbell’s. But when I had come so far away already, mere shame would not suffer me to desist till I had put the matter to the touch of proof; I was bound, out of mere self-respect, to carry it through; and little as I liked the sound of what I heard, and slow as I began to travel, I still kept asking my way and still kept advancing.


It was drawing on to sundown when I met a stout, dark, sour-looking woman coming trudging down a hill; and she, when I had put my usual question, turned sharp about, accompanied me back to the summit she had just left, and pointed to a great bulk of building standing very bare upon a green in the bottom of the next valley. The country was pleasant round about, running in low hills, pleasantly watered and wooded, and the crops, to my eyes, wonderfully good; but the house itself appeared to be a kind of ruin; no road led up to it; no smoke arose from any of the chimneys; nor was there any semblance of a garden. My heart sank. ‘That?’ I cried.


The woman’s face lit up with a malignant anger. ‘That is the House of Shaws!’ she cried. ‘Blood built it; blood stopped the building of it; blood shall bring it down. See here!’ she cried again – ‘I spit upon the ground, and crack my thumb at it! Black be its fall! If ye see the laird, tell him what ye hear; tell him this makes the twelve hunner and nineteen time that Jennet Clouston has called down the curse on him and his house, byre and stable, man, guest, and master, wife, miss, or bairn – black, black be their fall!’


And the woman, whose voice had risen to a kind of eldritch singsong, turned with a skip, and was gone. I stood where she left me, with my hair on end. In those days folk still believed in witches and trembled at a curse; and this one, falling so pat, like a wayside omen, to arrest me ere I carried out my purpose, took the pith out of my legs.


I sat me down and stared at the House of Shaws. The more I looked, the pleasanter that countryside appeared; being all set with hawthorn bushes full of flowers; the fields dotted with sheep; a fine flight of rooks in the sky; and every sign of a kind soil and climate; and yet the barrack in the midst of it went sore against my fancy.


Country folk went by from the fields as I sat there on the side of the ditch, but I lacked the spirit to give them a good-e’en. At last the sun went down, and then, right up against the yellow sky, I saw a scroll of smoke go mounting, not much thicker, as it seemed to me, than the smoke of a candle; but still there it was, and meant a fire, and warmth, and cookery, and some living inhabitant that must have lit it; and this comforted my heart.
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