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Swaledale, the Yorkshire Dales, 1877


Meg Oversby sat enjoying the warm sunshine of the June day. She leaned back and turned her face up to the sun, and smiled as she watched a skylark dip and dart in the blue sky as it sang its tune. Her father had arranged for her to get a lift into Swaledale to the little village of Gunnerside with the local butcher, although he would have had something to say about it, had he known how the man had enjoyed glancing at Meg’s ankles as he helped her up to sit next to him. But she had been thankful for the lift, because her heavy basket of butter was no longer weighing on her arm as his two horses struggled to climb the steep hillside out of the village of Hawes and the small hamlet of Simonstone. Carefully they had picked their way along the track, which snaked and turned following the fell contours, with a horrendous drop to their deaths if the animals put a foot wrong. 


Once in the village, Meg had made her delivery of butter to the small shop that the local lead-miners’ wives used, run by her ailing surrogate aunt and uncle, before making her way back home, out of the long green valley. Now she was enjoying a little freedom as she sat on the edge of the limestone chasm known as the Buttertubs. It was deep enough for the Devil himself to live in, and many a stray sheep had fallen to its death down the hole, but it was a beautiful part of the world, with the winding pass between Great Shunner Fell opening up to beautiful, remote Swaledale at one end and to the village of Hawes and Wensleydale at the other. The chasm had reportedly been given its name by local women who, like herself, delivered butter and had found it a cool place to rest and chill their produce in the deep cavern, before carrying on their way. 


Meg could well believe this, and she enjoyed the warmth of the day, picking some of the sweet-smelling wild thyme that grew around her and placing it behind her ear before she stood up. She gave a backward glance at the dale, which was also home to two lads who had taken her eye, brothers who worked at the Owd Gang lead-mines. She’d hoped for a sighting of them, but knew they would be working at the mines high up in the fells above Gunnerside. Not to worry, she thought to herself, there would always be the following week, when her next delivery was ready to be hawked to the small village shop. Next week she would as usual travel the ten miles with her father in the horse and trap, and while he had a jar at the King’s Head to quench his thirst and catch up with the news of the dale, she would quickly make her way up the steep fellside to the lead-mines above Gunnerside Gill. There the workers of the Owd Gang mines toiled, looking for the mineral ore of galena, which was then smelted into lead. 


She knew Jack and Sam Alderson would be working there, Jack in the smelting mill and Sam as a ‘deadman’, removing the ‘deads’, or useless rock, from the working mine and refilling an older, disused mine. Both brothers had danced with Meg at a local event in Hawes Market Hall a time or two since the Christmas dance when they had all first met – much to her parents’ disgust, as they were not the sort of men a wealthy farmer’s daughter should associate with. But Meg’s head was turned by their good looks and the attention that both of them had shown her, albeit briefly. She had watched both brothers for a while and had noticed them flirting with other girls; and then one evening they had spotted her and had come to talk at first, and then dance with her. 


She smiled now as she remembered both lads with their arms around her waist, guiding her around the dance floor as she had never been held and danced with before. All three had enjoyed their evenings together. The trouble was that she couldn’t make her mind up which one she preferred. She mused over each brother as she stepped out onto the rutted road that took her back to her family home at Appersett. Jack was charming, but serious; however, Sam was the better dancer and was always joking. The brothers looked alike, with dark brown hair and bright blue eyes, but they were complete opposites when it came to their characters. Both had taken her eye, and both had argued with each other for her affections. She really shouldn’t be thinking about either, Meg told herself as she made her way along the road home. But then she broke into song, feeling a spring in her step as she remembered their smiling faces. She’d do as she liked – and not even her father would stop her.


‘Well, you’ve taken your time, young lady. I hope you haven’t been trailing up to those lead-mines and fluttering your eyelashes at the men. None of them up there are worth owt, they’ve none of them got a penny to their names.’ Agnes Oversby looked up from her baking and shook her head as her daughter came sauntering into the kitchen at their home, Beck Side Farm. ‘You can take that thyme out of your hair and all, especially if one of them gave you it, madam.’ She looked at her slim, dark-haired daughter and shook her head. Meg was a bonny lass with a glowing complexion, and Agnes knew that many a man would soon be wanting to court her. 


‘I’ve not been anywhere near the mines, Mother. I’ve taken my time because the day is so warm and, after all, it is a fair way there and back – my legs feel like jelly. I’m glad Father will be taking the horse and trap as usual next week.’ Meg slumped into the Windsor chair next to the fireside and took the wild thyme out of her hair, then played with the purple flowers in her hand. 


‘Aye, well, you needn’t think you are going to sit there for long. You can take your father a jug of ginger beer. He’ll be dying of thirst in this heat while he’s scything the top meadow. I’m busy baking and haven’t time to see to him. You’d both complain if there wasn’t anything to eat in the house.’ Agnes scowled at her daughter; Meg had been out all day, and while she knew it was a good distance, she should have been back sooner. ‘Has Harry paid up? Did you tell him there would be a few pounds more butter next week, now the cows are milking well?’ 


‘Yes, the money’s in the basket, and he’s glad you can supply him with more butter. He says there’s a new influx of miners moved into the dale, after a fresh vein of lead was found at the Sir Francis level.’ Meg yawned and leaned back in the chair, showing no inclination to get up and walk to the high meadow with a drink for her father. 


‘That’ll mean more rubbish coming into the dale. They’ve ruined those hills with their mining and damming of the becks. That land’s going to be worth nowt, if they are not careful.’ Agnes cut out the scones she had been making and placed them on her baking tray, before brushing them with beaten egg, then walked over to the fireside oven. ‘Stir your shanks – get gone with your father’s drink, and on your way back you can bring me the eggs from the hut. While you are about it, have a look in that clump of nettles next to the cowshed. I saw an old hen making her way out of them this morning, and I bet she’s nesting there.’ Agnes placed her scones in the oven and nudged Meg’s legs, to get her to move. 


‘I’ve always got to be doing something – you never let me be,’ Meg growled as she went to the big earthenware bowl of home-made ginger beer, specially brewed for haytime, and filled a pottery jug to the brim for her father to drink out of.


‘’Tis the Devil that makes work for idle hands. It’s better that you are busy than sitting there romancing over them useless lads. Now, get gone, and don’t forget to look for that nest.’ Agnes flicked her tea towel lovingly at her nineteen-year-old daughter. Meg was a grown woman who knew her own mind now, and Agnes feared she’d lost her little girl. 


Meg walked through the farmyard. The sun was still hot and the smell of the dry earth and the chickweed and groundsel crushed beneath her feet filled the air, as she opened the yard gate and walked up the wooded outrake to the meadow that her father was mowing with his scythe. She knew it was hard work, but her father had put his foot down when her mother suggested that he pay one of the neighbour’s lads to help him, saying that he could manage it himself and needed no one. So when she saw him covered in sweat and swearing at his lot, she didn’t feel much sympathy. 


‘Are you hot and bothered, Father?’ Meg passed him the jug of ginger beer and looked around her. 


‘I bloody well am, lass. It’s hard work is this, and it’ll take me until nightfall to mow this meadow.’ Tom Oversby wiped his brow free of sweat, after taking a long gulp of the fiery brew. ‘I’ll have to ask you or your mother to milk the cows tonight. I want to crack on and get this done.’ He looked at his daughter, who seemed to feel no love for the farm that would be hers one day. 


‘I suppose I could do the milking, as long as that awkward old Buttercup doesn’t stand on my foot. I’m sure she does it on purpose every time I fasten her up in her bink. I hate the creature.’ Meg sighed, thinking of how much she had to do nearly every day and wishing her father wasn’t too stubborn to hire a farmhand. 


‘You show her who’s boss, she’s nobbut a cow.’ Tom leaned on the end of his scythe and looked around him. ‘Did you see anybody, while you were over in t’ other dale?’ 


‘No, only Uncle Harry, and of course Mr Cockett was kind enough to give me a lift, as you know. Gunnerside was busy, but I didn’t see anybody I know; and no, I didn’t talk to any lead-miners. Mother has already lectured me about that.’ Meg knew what was expected of her in the future. She was supposed to marry a steady lad from a good farming family, ensuring that her home of Beck Side was in safe hands after her parents’ time.


‘I never even mentioned that. But she’ll be right in what she says. You want nowt by looking at one of them. We are only saving you from heartache – we want the best for you and the farm. I’m not putting all my sweat into it just for it to be frittered away after my day in the hands of some beer-swilling navvy miner.’ 


‘Father, I only dance with them. You’d think I’d committed a mortal sin; it’s not like I’m about to run away with one of them,’ Meg said with her head bowed, remembering the lecture she had endured when her father had heard, through one of his farming friends, that two of the lead-mining lads had been at her side all night at the Spring Ball, and at previous dances. 


‘Aye, well, see on it keeps that way. Happen you shouldn’t go with me when I next go over that way. You are best staying at home.’ Tom put down his drink and drew out the whetstone that he kept in his breeches pocket. The sandstone made the blade gleam in the sunlight, as it did the job of sharpening the scythe to cut the green grass that would be harvested later in the week for the farm animals to feed on through the winter. He then wiped his grey sweat-filled hair with his checked flat cap and placed it back on his head. He was as brown as a berry, his face weathered like the countryside around him and his body as wiry as the hawthorn tree he was taking shade under. 


Meg said nothing. She knew that if she protested too much, her father would instantly know that her head had been turned by her dance partners. So instead she picked up the jug of ginger beer and walked to the edge of the field with it, placing it in the shade of the hedge before returning. ‘I’ll be away, then. Mother’s baking and I’ve to collect the eggs, and then I’ll milk the cows.’


‘Aye, alright, get yourself a move-on.’ Tom put down his whetstone and started slowly dragging the sharp edge of the scythe through the long meadow grass, in an age-old rhythm that he’d known since he was a lad. His father had mowed the same field, and his grandfather before him. What a pity he didn’t have a son to carry it on, he thought, as he watched his headstrong lass walking down the mown swathes of grass. 


Meg muttered to herself as she collected the eggs from the hen-house. The hut was full of flies, and the smell of the hen droppings meant she was glad when she had finished taking the eggs from the hay-filled nests and emerged into the bright, fresh sunlight. She left one egg behind, to deceive the hens into thinking it was safe for them to lay more in the same place. Now, to track down the one hen that knew otherwise. 


She walked over to the cowshed and went to the huge clump of nettles that her mother had described. She thought twice about tackling them with her bare hands, so she put down the bucket of eggs and reached for the mucking-out fork to flatten the weeds. No sooner had she done so than she saw the beady-eyed old hen that had a mind of its own looking at her, with its brown feathers covering her eggs. Or was it eggs? Meg laughed and whispered, ‘So that’s what is so precious to you, is it?’ as a small, fluffy chick’s head peered from under its mother’s wing. ‘You’re alright, I’ll not harm your babies. I’ll leave you be, but we’ll have to put you in your own pen tonight, else a fox or the farmyard cat will get them.’ She lifted the flattened nettles back into place and smiled; it would be good to have some chicks about the place, even though it meant more work.


‘Did you find a nest?’ Agnes lifted her head and looked at her daughter as she put the eggs into an enamel dish, ready to wash. 


‘I found where she had laid them, but they are not eggs any longer. She’s got a brood underneath her wings. Another day and they’d have made themselves known to all of us. I don’t know how we have not spotted her before, with her being right next to the cowshed door,’ Meg laughed.


‘Is your father alright? I bet he’s jiggered. Why he’ll not take on any help, I do not know, the stubborn devil.’ Agnes wiped her hands on her apron and dusted her apple pie with a coating of sugar. 


‘Aye, he’s alright; browner than ever, with being out in the sun again all day. He’s asked if one of us will do the milking, as he’s going to be late in for his supper. I’ll do it, despite Buttercup being an awkward old devil.’ Meg wiped each one of the eggs with a damp cloth and put the collection in the coolness of the slate-shelved pantry. ‘I’ll have a sup of tea, and then I’ll move them chickens into that little coop that Father made last year. It’ll hold them until they get older.’ 


‘I don’t know what he’d do without you, our Meg. You might not have been the lad he wanted, but you are just as good as any sons that I could have had. He wants to think himself lucky.’ Agnes sighed and held back a tear. Her heart had been broken after having Meg and losing her twin brother at birth. It had been even worse when the doctor had told her she would not be able to carry any more babies, but it had been Tom who had felt it more. He’d always set his heart on a son – one to take over the farm, after his day. 


‘Aye, well, that’s how it is. He can’t trade me in for a lad. And I can’t make him see that I can farm as well as one. So the stubborn old devil will have to sweat out in the fields till his supper.’ Meg lifted the iron kettle from the Yorkshire range and poured her mother and herself a cup of tea.


‘Meg, don’t forget he is your father: show him some respect.’ Agnes pulled her daughter up short.


‘I will do, when he recognizes me for what I am, and doesn’t try to keep me at home at his beck and call. But I’m always a disappointment to him, no matter what I do.’ Meg supped her tea as she looked out of the kitchen window, thinking of the things she would really like to do, instead of being her father’s farm lad. She loved her home, the farm, with its drystone-walled fields and the long whitewashed house that was cold in summer, but warm in winter. She knew it was centuries old and had always been in her family, but sometimes she yearned to escape.


‘You will never be a disappointment to us, Megan, so I’ll not have you say that.’ Agnes put her arm around her daughter and kissed her on her cheek. ‘He’ll realize that one day, when he’s got grandbairns around his feet and a son-in-law who is as big a farmer as he is. That will be all he wants, when the time’s right.’ 


Meg looked at her mother. Her hair, which was once as black as her own, was starting to turn grey, and her figure, once slim and petite, was now broadening out, like most women of her age. ‘You see, you are just as bad. I’m expected to marry and be happy with a farmer, and do as I’m told. What if I don’t want to farm? What if I want to leave this dale and see more of the world? There must be more than sheep, cows and hen-muck.’ Meg scowled at her mother as she sipped her tea and thought about the places and other countries she had been taught about in school. How she wanted to see more of the world and escape a life of drudgery, like her mother’s.


‘Quiet now, Meg; you be thankful for what you’ve got. There’s many a lass in those northern mill towns would swap places with you any day. You know nothing yet.’ Agnes sat down and looked across at her dissatisfied daughter. She remembered how, when she was young, she had had similar dreams herself, but then Tom had come along and she’d settled down to running the farm with him, investing for a good life in the future for the ungrateful Meg and themselves, by putting every waking hour into their farm. The farm that fed them well and protected them from some of the harsh realities of the world outside the dale. One day her headstrong daughter would realize just how lucky she was with her lot.


Meg pushed her chair back from the table. ‘I’ll go and move those chickens, and then I’ll milk the cows. After all, what else have I got to do?’ She fought back the tears; she actually didn’t know what she wanted from life, but she knew that what she had now wasn’t enough.


She placed the fluffy yellow chicks in her apron, after battering the stinging nettles down with a brush, and encouraged the old hen to follow her brood into the netted coop, with the aid of grains of corn and the chirping of her chicks. Meg watched as the old bird clucked around her brood, making sure they were all there and accounted for. Usually she would have loved taking care of the new family, but she was battling with her desire to spread her own wings, and at this moment the old hen and her brood simply reminded her of what was expected of her. 


Even the cows knew better than to try their luck and rebel as Meg switched the stick around them, urging them into the cowshed, where she tied them up and gave them something to eat. She pulled up the stool and placed her head on their flanks, as she gently pulled on their teats and started to fill the metal bucket with creamy fresh milk. She drew comfort from the smell of the hay and cows, a smell that she had grown up with. She rested her head on the old roan-coloured shorthorn and started to cry as she watched her bucket fill. She knew she was lucky; she knew she was loved, especially by her mother. But she wanted more than to spend her life milking cows on the farm. Her tears fell down her face and she wiped them away with the back of her hand as she breathed in deeply, concentrating on the job in hand. She would do more than simply stay at home and be happy with her lot, of that she was sure; she’d make her way in the world and leave the farm behind.
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‘Here, you’ve forgotten your bait.’ Betty Alderson passed her eldest son, Jack, his lunch box and stood at the small cottage door, as he took it from her hands and then made his way up the stony track, following in his brother Sam’s footsteps to work at the lead-mines. She stood leaning against the doorframe and watched as both her sons disappeared up the brant hillside, to where she could hear work had already started. The sound of iron against stone echoed around the dale, as the ore from the earth was hammered and melted down, ready to be transported down the dale to its final destination. 


She sighed heavily as she looked around her at the grand view along Swaledale and the promise of another fine day; it was a shame that every day was swathed in a cloud of worry. It was like the cloud of dirt that hung about the smelting mill where Sam worked, along with tens of others along the fellsides, filtering in and out of her thoughts all day, finding her forever worrying whether she would see both lads home safely; or would she have a neighbour rushing to tell her news of one of them being maimed or, even worse, dead? Every day she went through the same ritual of worrying as she watched her lads go to work – the same work that had taken her Bill away from her and had left her a widow, with two young lads to bring up on her own. 


She’d never forget the day she’d watched her husband being carried down the fellside on a stretcher, his body broken, his clothes torn and his face so black she hadn’t been able to recognize him. She remembered the scream she had let out, as the miners – some of them close friends – placed Bill on the kitchen table, and the look on her two sons’ faces as they realized they no longer had a father. She never would forget the look in those innocent blue eyes of Jack and Sam as they cried and tried to make sense of why their father had left them. Why, of all the men down that pit in Arkendale, had Bill to be the one to check why the charge had not exploded, when he knew that he had a wife and two sons waiting for him at home? Still, that had been her man: always ready to help others and support folk, never thinking of himself or, on this occasion, his family. 


Robert Jacques, one of the owners of the CB mine that Bill had worked for, who lived in his grand house nearby, had not even given her the time of day when she had pleaded with him to let them stay in their cottage, but had seen her and her boys homeless after the funeral. If it had not been for the fact that her two boys had secured jobs with the Owd Gang – one looking after the pit ponies, and the other turning the ‘windy king’ – they would have had no money; and no home, if they had not initially been given a dwelling that had been left abandoned for something better by its last inhabitants. Betty would always remember looking around at the wattle-and-daub walls and at the ling thatch that acted as a roof, and wondering just how low she would get before giving in and asking for places in the poorhouse. But she was a proud woman and, one way or another, she had made her way in the world, taking in washing and even helping to sift through the spoil heaps that covered the fellsides for any lost ore to sell, no matter what the weather. With that, along with the ninepence a day that both boys brought home, they had survived. 


With both boys now men, and with them all settled in a decent house once more, life was starting to look better, as long as the mine kept going; and God forbid that there were no accidents within it. Both her boys were handsome young men, full of life, and she knew her Bill would be proud of them being in reasonable jobs, especially Jack at the smelting mill. They had always been there for her, teasing her and cheering her along when they could see she was down, and making sure that if there was nothing to eat in the house, then a fish or rabbit would appear. They were her lads and always would be, if she had her way, Betty thought, as she started to make the bread for the day. 


‘Here, tomorrow’s Sunday, our Jack. We could make a bob or two helping locals with the hay, seeing as we won’t be at the mine. The farmers are always busy and looking out for somebody. And I don’t know about you, but I could do with an extra bit of brass. It’ll be Reeth Bartle Fair before long, and I wouldn’t mind going.’ Sam walked backwards up the incline of the fell, looking at his brother and waiting for a reply.


‘Just think about what you’ve said, numpty! It’s Sunday: nobody works on a farm around here on a Sunday. They go to church or chapel and pray to the Lord to keep the weather fine until the following day. Sometimes you worry me; if you had brains, you’d be lethal.’ Jack strode past his younger brother and laughed to himself. Sam was always conjuring up some plan in that empty head of his, and they always came to nothing.


‘I know, but there must be one of ’em that isn’t bothered whether he goes to hell or not, for the sake of getting his hay in dry. We’ve to find that one. Or I know, why don’t we borrow a pit pony and go over to the next dale and try our luck at asking Meg Oversby’s father if he wants a hand? You know you are dying to see her as much as I am, and it would be an excuse to see Meg, even if he did tell us where to go.’ Sam pulled on Jack’s jacket, stopping him in his tracks just before they reached the entrance to the mine, which was abuzz with miners, ponies, tubs of ore and folk shouting at the tops of their voices as the day’s work began. Hammers driven by water-wheels clanged up and down, breaking stones in search of the ore, and the noise echoed around the fellsides.


‘I’ll see. Now, you get to work, and mind yourself with them explosives.’ Jack knew that his brother thought nothing of carrying the alarming combination of matches, candles, gunpowder and tobacco for his clay pipe in his pocket – a combination that he warned Sam about every morning, and every morning he ignored his concerns. ‘Keep safe and I’ll give some thought to what you say.’ Jack watched as his brother made his way over the tramlines along which the tubs, full or empty, ran into the mine’s dark mouth.


‘Ah, I got you, with the mention of Megan. I know your answer already. But it’s me she loves, not you. You’ll have to fight me for her,’ Sam shouted back, and grinned as he saw the look on his brother’s face.


‘The trouble with you is that you are all gob. Get below in the dark place where you belong,’ Jack yelled back.


‘Better than burning in the fires, like you will today at that furnace of yours, dear brother.’ 


‘You’ll both have nowt to grin about, if I put a boot up both your arses.’ Albert Calvert, the blacksmith from Gunnerside, who had left his son in charge of his business in the village and was now building a new water-wheel to drive something called a compressor, shouted at them both. ‘You lads are not worth a penny in wages, and I’ll tell Sir George Denys, when next I see him.’ 


‘Bollocks! Tell him what you want; he never shows his face here, and wouldn’t ken us from Adam.’ Sam smiled as he entered the darkness of the mine, lighting the partly melted candle on his wide-brimmed felt hat to give him some illumination. Sir George Denys might own the mines, but he’d not know any of his workers if he fell over them – and that included the gob-shite of a blacksmith, with his fancy water-wheel to be housed in its own little engine house. It would never do the work of men, ever, Sam thought, even though Sir George had great faith in the new invention. He’d told the men gathered around his plan that it was a compressor driven by air and powered by water from the fellside, which would soon obliterate the main pit face, making it faster to get to the precious ore and doing the same work of at least six men with picks and shovels. Sam would believe it when he saw it, but until then he’d no time for the cocky blacksmith who thought he knew everything, when really he knew nowt. 


Sam made his way down the length of the mine, his candle flickering as it hit pockets of dank air. He listened to the constant drip of running water coming through the centuries-old rock and felt the wetness as he gazed into the darkness, or stepped to one side as a tub full of waste or ore was driven past him. Down here he knew every piece of stone, every rock; he’d been down this tunnel since he was ten years old. And now he was starting on the new Sir Francis level with his fellow workmate, working in six-hourly shifts five days a week, mining nearly two hundred feet deep to get to the galena that would lead to a better life for everyone. 


He passed the young lad who was operating the windy king; he was sitting in the darkness all by himself, giving the miners ventilation at the end of the mine. That had been Sam’s first job and he remembered how frightened he had been, sitting in the pitch-black peering into the darkness and hoping for the fleeting illumination of a miner’s candle to come and shed light just for a second or two, when his candle had burned down and he hadn’t been able to afford another one from the tool shop. The tool shop that he still had to buy his candles from, and have use of its picks and spades, both of which were weighed monthly, to be charged for the amount of steel lost through constant usage. Sir George definitely knew how to make money out of his miners.


‘Alright, lad?’ Sam patted the ten-year-old on his head and then went on his way when the lad looked up at him with a black face and nodded. Poor little bugger, Sam thought, he should be out in the sunshine; you were six foot under soon enough, especially in this work. 


The tunnel inclined upwards to enable drainage, and so that the pit ponies had to make less effort with full tubs from the pit face, and Sam made his way to the face of the mine, where he could hear his partner already picking and drilling at the rock, with a pit pony and tub waiting patiently for the removed ore. 


‘Now then, Sam, so you’ve decided to join me. I thought you might have run off with some fair-game floozy and given this up for a living.’ Robert Winn laughed and then carried on drilling at the rock that was falling around his feet. He’d heard Sam brag that many times about how many women and young girls he’d either slept with or made do as he wished, over the years they had worked together.


‘Oh, aye, and you’ll have been dining with Sir George himself, I suppose, this weekend? You’ve only come back because you’ve missed me, haven’t you?’ Sam picked up his shovel and started to fill the tub with the loose stone.


‘If that’s what tha wants to think, then you think it. But I’d rather be in bed with my old lass than looking at your ugly face.’ Robert exchanged his drill for a pick, then swung it at the pit face, making a fresh fall of rock around his feet. ‘I tell you what: I think it’s going to be a bloody long while before we hit this new seam. The old bugger might need his newfangled machine.’ 


‘Na, not with thee and me on the job; we are all he needs – me and thee and old Ned here, who never buckles, no matter what his load.’ Sam tousled the mane and ears of the fell-bred pit pony as he carried on loading the tub. He wished he was looking at the face of Meg Oversby, instead of Robert’s face and the pony’s backside. But beggars could not be choosers, and he needed the money if he was to get on in life. 


‘Well, we’ll see. This new seam that he thinks is here is taking some finding, and what’s going out now is not worth our pay, let alone anyone else’s.’ Robert wiped the sweat from his brow. ‘I just hope he’s right and that this new seam is a big one when we hit it, else it’s going to be a hard winter for all us poor buggers.’


Sam said nothing and kept loading the tub. If he could think of another way of making a living, he would; but at this moment there was nowhere else to go, and he had his mother to support. Tomorrow was Sunday; he’d think of that and try to brighten his gloom, and perhaps, with a bit of luck, he might catch a glimpse of Meg; and, even better, persuade her to meet him alone.


Jack walked across the fellside to where the smelting house stood, nodding and touching his cap as he passed the men called the dressers – the poor souls who worked outside, exposed to the elements in all weathers as they hand-processed the ore from the stone, large pieces of ore going direct to be smelted, while rock was washed and pounded by the bouse-teams into small pieces until any lead was exposed. This was back-breaking work and Jack was thankful that although he fried in summer at the smelting house, at least he was not sodden and frozen all winter. His main problem was the foul, heavy fumes that stuck to his lungs and made him short of breath of a morning, when he climbed up the fell to work. 


The black smoke from the furnace was already drifting along the hillside, and the air was filled with the acrid smell of molten metal as he stopped to look around him. Swaledale and Arkendale had been taken over by industry, and water-wheels, mines and the tall chimneys of the smelting houses covered the fellsides, together with the criss-cross pattern of tramlines for the lead-tubs to run along. But most telling was where the fell and hillsides had been washed away by what all miners knew as a ‘hush’. This was where water had been dammed up and held back, then suddenly released down the fellside to expose any lead-veins near the surface. This had been done in both dales and had left considerable scarring on the high fellsides. No doubt nature would reclaim it and regrow the spoilt topsoil, but at present the surrounding fells looked raped of their beauty – and all because of the lead that lay beneath them. 


Lead-mining was a way of life on the fellsides now, but down in the lush green valley lay the farms with their fields full of golden buttercups, ready to be mown. That was where Jack longed to be: a holder of his own farm, nurturing the land, not ravaging it for what he could get out of it. But land cost money and he had even bigger dreams, which involved sailing to America, where land was nearly given away by the government. So every penny he earned had been saved for his trip, and the smelting house was his life for now and he’d have to be content with that. He sighed as he put a brick of peat into the wheelbarrow that was standing empty, next to a stack of dark, earthy peat from the moor to keep the smelting-house fires burning. He could dream, but for now he had ore to melt and ingots known as ‘pieces’ to be made, if he wanted there to be bread on the table for the three of them tonight. 


One day he would have his own farm; he didn’t know how, but he would.
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‘I only hope this weather holds.’ Tom Oversby looked up to the heavens and thought about his two hay fields with their grass mown, smelling sweet and dry and ready to be taken into the barn the following day. ‘There’s a wind getting up. Perhaps I should harness Blossom and get the hay in before it changes. But my father never worked on a Sunday and I have always vowed it to be day of rest, just like him.’ He turned from standing in the porch of Beck Side and sat down at the dinner table. 


‘I don’t know why you stand on ceremony on a Sunday; it isn’t as if you ever go to church,’ Agnes exclaimed, with a tea towel in both hands holding a tray of Yorkshire puddings, as she placed the scalding-hot tin on the table, before putting a pudding on each of the dinner plates that were already filled with roast beef, potatoes and fresh peas straight from the garden. ‘I never get a day off, and you’d soon be moaning if Meg and I decided not to cook dinner.’ 


‘I find my God up the fell, woman, as well you know. And you women were put on this earth to look after us men, and well you know that, too – Sunday or no Sunday.’ Tom stabbed his Yorkshire pudding and looked across at Meg, who couldn’t repress a sound of contempt for her father’s views on womenfolk. ‘Aye, and you can hold your noise. I’ll have none of your lip while I’m eating my dinner.’


‘I never said owt, Father. If you want a hand getting the hay in, I’ll help you after dinner. It would be better got in than lying out wet, if it does rain.’ Meg looked at her brooding father. 


‘We’ll see. With a bit of luck, it will keep fine. Folk would only talk if they saw me leading in on a Sunday. And you’d be worth nowt anyway.’ Tom put his head down and set about eating his dinner. 


Meg looked across at her mother and said nothing, but inside she was seething. She never would be worth anything in her father’s eyes, so his bloody hay could get wet, for all she cared. Trouble was, it would be at a cost to the farm and the farm animals, and that would affect every one of them come winter, when the only source of feed for the livestock was some fusty, bad hay. ‘The meat’s good, Mother. I think there will be just enough for another boiling of peas on the plants outside in the garden, and then we will have to wait for the second row that I planted.’ 


‘You and that garden – you’ve definitely inherited your grandfather’s green fingers. He’d be proud of you, if he could see what you’ve done with his little plot. Have you looked at it lately, Tom? We’ll want for nothing, this back-end. She’s planted cabbage, turnips, beetroot and cauliflowers and the onions are already huge, and there’s no better taste than these newly dug potatoes.’ Agnes smiled at her daughter; she deserved some praise, because when she wasn’t helping out around the farm, she was spending time in the square of garden that her grandfather had always planted behind the house. It was there, as soon as Meg had been able to walk, that she had helped him nurture plants and grow vegetables for the house. 


‘It’s the soil, it’s nowt to do with how good she gardens. Anybody could grow anything in that soil.’ Tom scraped the gravy from his plate with the edge of his knife and licked it off, before pushing his plate to one side. 


‘Pudding? I’ve made a rice pudding, I’ve just to stir some sugar into it.’ Agnes put her knife and fork down and left her half-eaten dinner in order to serve her husband. She picked up his plate and placed it in the stoneware sink, before opening the range’s oven door to retrieve the golden-skinned rice pudding from the oven.


‘Here, Mum, you sit down and finish your dinner. I’ll serve my father.’ Meg drew her chair back and picked up her half-empty plate.


‘But you haven’t finished, either, love.’ Agnes turned round and smiled at her daughter.


‘I’ve had enough. I might go for a walk, if my father doesn’t want me,’ Meg said. ‘Sit down and enjoy your dinner – I’ll see to the pudding. I’ll put mine to one side. I prefer it when it is cold, especially if it has sultanas and nutmeg in it, like I saw you adding.’ Meg reached for the sugar pot and stirred two good tablespoons into the golden-skinned pudding and smiled as her mother sat back down to finish her meal. 


‘Give me the skin – it’s the best bit of the pudding,’ her father growled as he watched her fold it to one side.


‘You can have it for me. I don’t like it.’ Meg spooned out her father a portion of pudding and placed it in front of him, before taking her mother’s clean plate away and placing a dish of rice pudding in front of her. ‘I’ll put the kettle on to boil, and then I’ll go and get my shawl from my bedroom. As you say, Father, there is a sneaky wind today and it does look a little cloudy.’ 


Meg left her mother and father at the dinner table and hurried upstairs. She hated Sunday afternoons, as her mother would knit or sew while her father sat and read the newspaper, or simply sat and said nothing. Usually she would read herself or write letters or, as today, go for a walk, just to get away from the stifling silence, apart from the constant ticking of the grandfather clock in the hallway. She grabbed her shawl from behind her bedroom door and stopped for a second to look at herself in the mirror. As she did so, she thought of her father’s words and how he demeaned her very existence. She did love her father, but sometimes his words could cut through her like a knife. 


She stopped for a second as she heard a knock on the front door, and her father muttering about callers coming at dinner time on a Sunday. She listened as her mother answered the door.


‘Yes, what do you want?’ Meg heard her mother ask.


Then, as she heard a voice she recognized instantly, she listened harder, with her stomach churning, hoping her father wouldn’t realize who was standing on his doorstep.


‘We just wondered, missus, have you any haytime jobs we can help you with? The weather’s on the change, and we can see you’ve two fields full of hay to get into your barn.’ It was Sam, the more confident of the two brothers, who did the asking, as Meg tiptoed to the top of the stairs to listen to the reply.


‘Stay there, I’ll ask my husband, but we don’t usually work on a Sunday. And you lads should know that you are probably wasting your time anyway.’ Agnes turned and asked Tom, even though he’d heard the conversation clearly enough himself. 


Tom got up from his seat and looked at the two grinning young men on his doorstep. ‘And what brings you to my doorstep then? By the looks of you both, you are a long way from home. It’s mining that you are both good at. You are not from this dale – that I do know – so bugger off and don’t be bothering me or mine again. I can do without your sort of help.’ He grunted and then closed the porch door in their faces; he’d no time for the likes of them, and besides, it was Sunday and they should know better. 


Meg waited for a second, listening to her mother chastising her father for not making use of both boys, and at Tom raising his voice in anger at being questioned for his reply. Then she raced to her bedroom window and looked out of it. She watched as Sam and Jack decided on their next course of action. Then, resolving that she would take charge, Meg quickly wrote a note, wrapped it around her bedside candle, securing it with one of her hair ribbons, and opened her bedroom window, making both boys look up at her at the sound of the sash window moving. She placed a finger to her lips to tell them to be quiet and then threw her message to them both. 


She watched as Jack ran for the message as it landed inside the garden wall, right in the centre of some white asters. She held her breath as Jack retrieved it and untied the ribbon to read the contents. Both boys scanned it quickly and then glanced up at her, not saying a word, but putting up their thumbs to acknowledge the message that had been written to them.


‘Megan, are you still upstairs? Get your arse down here and help your mother wash up. There’s some chancers from over t’ dale hanging about. I’ll not have you wandering just yet,’ her father bellowed up the stairs, as Meg quietly closed her window and watched as Jack and Sam made their way down the farm track. 


‘Yes, Father, I’ll come down and help Mother. Is that who was knocking on the door?’ Meg tried to sound surprised.


‘Aye, good-for-nothings,’ her father ranted. 


‘Good-for-nothings that would have got your hay in by nightfall,’ Agnes muttered. 


‘You hold your tongue, woman. I can do it without the likes of them.’ Tom went and sat down next to the empty fireside, got out his pipe and unfolded his paper. ‘It’ll wait until I can do it myself. It’ll not rain today, so you just whisht.’ 


Agnes gave a glance to Meg as she picked up the tea towel and started to dry the plates and dishes, both of them saying nothing as they looked out of the window of the kitchen. Meg could make out the forms of Jack and Sam walking over the bridge down in the hamlet of Appersett. She had to get away, if she was to meet them at Hardraw Force, as she had suggested in her scribbled note to them. 


She bided her time and tidied around the sink as her mother finished the washing-up, then went to sit across from her husband and knit. Not a word was said between any of them, and Meg felt her heart racing as she prayed for her father or mother to let her go and do what she wanted, as she looked out into the midsummer day. She went and sat down at the kitchen table and pretended to read her mother’s magazine, watching her father as he folded his newspaper down by his side and then closed his eyes for his Sunday-afternoon nap.


‘Mum, Mum, can I go out now?’ Meg whispered, not wanting her father to hear her as she put the magazine away.


‘Aye, go on – those two young men will be long gone. They were only after a bit of work, the poor devils. They could have had it and all, if it were up to me. Be back in good time, else your father will only worry,’ Agnes whispered as she watched Meg rush to the door. Her daughter was only young; she should enjoy the summer’s day and not be penned up like a caged animal longing for its freedom. 


Meg ran along the track leading down the front field, her long skirts impeding her way as she opened the gate that led on to the road between Hawes and Garsdale. She caught her breath and looked to her right, at the small hamlet of Appersett. The few houses that were made of local stone and slate looked quiet, as usual on a Sunday, apart from old Mrs Baines sitting outside her house on a bench, knitting and admiring her garden full of cottage flowers. 


She closed the gate behind her and made her way over the narrow bridge that spanned the River Ure, which flowed the full length of Wensleydale, getting larger as it joined the great River Ouse and then flowed to the sea. Usually she would have stood at the top of the bridge and admired the view of the village and the river, but today she had to make her way fast to the waterfall at Hardraw, where hopefully Jack and Sam would be waiting for her. 


Meg felt her heart pounding as she ran along the roadway to Hardraw, ignoring the fields full of summer flowers and the wild dog rose that was flowering abundantly in the hedgerows. She’d no time for nature today; her head was set on reaching the Green Dragon at Hardraw and then following the stream that ran by its side, up to the most spectacular waterfall in the district – a distance of a good mile and a half, just far enough to feel away from neighbours’ prying eyes. She caught her breath as she walked over the bridge to the Green Dragon Inn and then through the doorway that led to the inn’s bar and stables, ignoring any men who looked at her as they sat and drank their gill. 


The waterfall was well known to locals, and plenty of people were strolling along the river’s bank, admiring the wildness of it and the spectacular falls at the end of the deep, dark gorge, which fell nearly one hundred feet, making it an amazing sight. Meg glanced around her; she recognized nobody, and was thankful that the people strolling on a Sunday afternoon did not know her, as she spotted Jack and Sam sitting on the circular wall of the bandstand, which was halfway to the falls. 


‘I thought you weren’t going to make it.’ Sam stood up and smiled at Meg as she ran towards them both.


‘Aye, your father gave us short shrift. He’s a man of few words, isn’t he?’ Jack stood up and joined his brother.


Meg stopped in her tracks and caught her breath. ‘I had to wait until he was asleep. He said I’d to stay at home until you good-for-nothings had made yourselves scarce.’ She grinned as she recovered herself and looked at both lads. 


‘Cheeky bugger, he doesn’t even know us,’ Sam exclaimed. ‘Anyway, you’ve made it now and we can at least have an hour together, so it was worth the trail over.’ 


‘I’m so glad you have. I was hoping I’d see you both again. Even though I’ve had lecture after lecture from both my mother and my father about the ways of you miners, and that I should set my sights higher.’ Meg linked her arms through those of the boys, as they walked up the narrow path that led to the waterfall. ‘I’ll see who I want, and they won’t stop me. Anyway, my mother was grumbling that my father had turned down your offer of help with the hay, as she’d have let you help us. It’s just my father, really; nobody but a wealthy farmer will be good enough for me, in his eyes.’ Meg dropped her arms when the path narrowed and the roar of water could be heard, as they made their way up the tree-lined glen. 


‘It would serve him right if it rained, the moaning old bugger,’ Sam shouted above the surging river water. ‘It’s been dry for the last weeks, so I’m amazed there’s plenty of water in the beck,’ he went on, as he balanced on the well-trodden track. 


‘Yes, there is.’ Meg trod carefully between both boys, hanging onto the small sprigs of hazel and sycamore that were growing along the steep sides of the ravine, to keep her balance. Then, as they rounded a corner, the waterfall came into view: a raging torrent of water coming over the lip of the fell above, and splashing down into a deep, dark pool that ebbed and flowed down into the beck that ran through Hardraw.


‘God, that’s amazing!’ Jack gasped as they all stood in the glade among the wet, dark boulders at the side of the waterfall. The spray hit their faces, and the summer sun, when it could make its way through the surrounding foliage, shone and sparkled on the gushing water. ‘We’ve plenty of falls up Swaledale, but nothing like this.’ 


‘I knew you two would like it here. Look, if you follow the path around, you can stand right under the waterfall. There’s a small cave behind the fall, and you can stand and look behind it, if the rocks aren’t too slippery.’


‘Come on, we’ll hold on to one another and go there.’ Sam reached for Meg’s hand and Jack took the other as they gingerly stepped along the path and under the waterfall. ‘This is so special,’ said Sam, as he laughed and whooped in excitement when they all stood in the middle of the falls.


‘Look at the rainbow that the sun is making on the droplets. It’s like magic.’ Meg held her breath and squeezed both brothers’ hands. 


‘It’s wonderful, and made better by having you with us, Meg.’ Jack looked at her and smiled. 


‘Ah, you soft old lump. Don’t let him win you over with his words. He’s not half as clever as I am.’ Sam squeezed Meg’s hand harder and glared at his brother.


‘Ah, shut up, you are only jealous because you can’t flatter like I do. You’ve not got a romantic bone in your body.’ Jack leaned in front of Meg and pushed his brother softly.


‘Now don’t you start falling out over me, you two, and spoil the day. We are just friends for now – and that’s how I like it. I don’t know about you two, but I’m getting quite wet with the spray, and cold. I’m going to walk onto the path and back out of the glade and into the sunshine.’ Meg ran her hand down her skirts, feeling the damp on them, and looked at Sam to move. 


‘Before we do, give me a kiss, Meg – a magic kiss behind the waterfall.’ Sam grinned and waited, looking at the disbelief on his brother’s face at the cheek of his request.


Meg hesitated for a moment. ‘I’ll give you both a kiss, because I think the same of both of you.’ She leaned forward and kissed Sam on his cheek, then turned sideways and kissed Jack on his cheek, making him blush. She looked at them both and smiled. ‘There, I don’t think any of us will forget this day, it’s so magical.’ Meg gazed around her at the marvellous colours made by the waterfall, at the moss-filled glade and the beautifully clear water; it truly was a marvellous place. 


‘I expected a bit more than that,’ Sam said cheekily, bringing her back to her senses. 


Jack glared at his brother: how dare he! He’d been the first to spot Meg at the Christmas dance; he was going to have to state his case in no uncertain manner on the ride home, and make sure Sam knew that he had set his sights on Meg Oversby. 


‘Well, that’s all you are getting, so move.’ Meg pushed Sam gently and was relieved when he walked carefully back along the ledge and onto the river bank. For a minute she had felt a slight panic when she realized that she was on her own and nobody knew where she was, with two young men she hardly knew. Her parents’ warnings about the brothers were ringing in her ears as she walked back along the path and into the wider glade beyond the waterfall. ‘I’d better not stop much longer. By the time I’ve walked back home it will be at least five, and time for milking. Even though it’s Sunday, the two cows we have won’t wait and don’t know what day it is.’ 


‘Do you do the milking?’ Jack asked.


‘Sometimes, but I usually help my father, and I’ve various other jobs to do before evening.’ Meg hesitated for a moment. ‘I’ll be coming to Gunnerside on Thursday, as my mother supplies the shop there with our butter. Can we meet? Or will you both be too busy? I was going to climb up to the mines to find you anyway, even if you hadn’t shown your faces today.’


‘I’ll not be able to leave the smelting mill; once it is up and fired, I can’t leave my job.’ Jack’s face dropped a mile. 


‘Hard luck, brother. I can make it, Meg. They won’t miss me at the pit face for an hour. Where are we to meet? Just up the gill from Gunnerside there’s a huge sycamore tree; it’s the last big tree before you reach the open fell. We both pass it every day on our way to the mine. Do you think you could meet me there, and I’ll bring my bait to eat while we talk?’ Sam waited for an answer and smiled at the look of disappointment on his brother’s face. 


‘I think I know where you mean, and I’ll manage to find it anyway. Is one o’clock alright? If I’m not there, don’t worry; it’ll be because my father has changed his mind about me joining him. It’ll depend on his mood that day.’ Meg sighed, for it seemed everything was determined by her father’s mood. ‘I’m sorry you’ll not be there, Jack. I hope we can meet again soon.’ 


She looked up at the sky; it was beginning to cloud over, and the rain that had threatened all day was on its way, she feared.


‘I’m going to have to go, the day’s worsening.’ Meg looked at the two brothers.


‘Aye, we will have to get home. It’s a long trek back to Gunnerside, and we will have to take our pit pony back to its stable before it’s missed. But it’s been worth it, just to see you again.’ Sam held out his hand for Meg’s, but she didn’t take it. 


‘I’m going. I’ll see you on Thursday, hopefully, Sam. And Jack, you take care of yourself.’ Meg picked up her skirts and ran back down the riverside track as she felt the first raindrops fall. She hadn’t time to look back at the brothers, for she had to get home before she was found missing, and before her father lost his temper over the hay that was about to be ruined. 


‘Where the hell is she?’ Tom Oversby swore and scowled at his wife. Both of them were soaked to the skin, with rain pouring down their faces, as they tried to salvage as much of their hay as they could.


‘It’s no good blaming our Meg. You’ve had all day to get the hay in yourself, and them two lads knocked on the door after dinner – it could have been in dry, and we would be right with the world. Sometimes it doesn’t do to follow your neighbours and abide by the Good Book, especially if you are so stubborn as not to get help; and it doesn’t make sense at all, seeing as you never attend chapel nor church.’ Agnes forked the hay from the laden hay-sled into the square, stone-built barn and looked out on the field, which was still half-full of haycocks getting wetter by the minute.


‘If she’d have been here, we’d have had it in on time. Why you let her out of your sight, I don’t know.’ Tom grabbed the horse’s reins and led the horse and the now-empty sled back into the field. ‘I’ll get the hay that’s in the lee of the land; it’s not that wet, but the rest will have to be left. Bloody weather – it could have held off until tomorrow.’ The rain dripped off the crown of Tom’s cap, and his waistcoat and shirt clung to him as he stepped out with a hesitant horse to the bottom of the hay field, where the haystacks were sheltered from the summer storm by a group of trees along the beck’s edge.


Agnes sighed. It was always Meg’s fault, never his, and yet he was the one who always turned help down from neighbours, and who hadn’t made the most of the good days that the Lord had sent him. Tom was a difficult man to live with, and sometimes she wished herself a different life – somewhere she and Meg were appreciated, and not treated like second-class citizens and cursed at and blamed when things went wrong. 


She picked up her pitchfork and stabbed the partly dry hay, throwing it up into the hayloft, frightening a roosting barn owl as she did so. It flew out of the barn like a silent ghost and was chased by a flock of crows, until it made its escape into the woods that followed the beck side. She watched as the owl swooped and dived and ducked the onslaught, birds of the day attacking a night creature that was in their territory. Men, she thought, were not too dissimilar: anything that seemed to be weak was often shunned and derided by them. But sometimes they were wrong, and the weaker ones were perhaps the stronger, just not in that place or time. After all, the barn owl could spot the slightest movement in the dark night, when the crow would fly blindly and would have to be content to roost until the morning. Tom was like the crow: blind to Meg growing up; and one day she would retaliate and he would not like what she would say to him. 


Agnes had noticed how Meg had bitten her tongue of late, and how she was beginning to lose respect for her father and his harsh words. If he wasn’t careful, Meg would leave them one day; she was old enough now, with a good head on her shoulders, and bonny with it. Agnes stopped for a second and looked out of the barn doorway. Thank God: Meg had turned up; through the pouring rain she could see her, bedraggled and sodden, helping her father load the sled before driving the horse up the steep meadow towards the barn. She heard the coarse, harsh words that Tom was yelling at his daughter, as tears ran down Meg’s face and mixed with the rain. 


Tom Oversby was a bastard and she should never have married him; she should have listened to her parents when they warned her and begged her not to wed him. But instead she had been smitten with him and, despite her parents’ pleas, they had married within six months. Six months later she was regretting that wedding day. Tom never hit her, but the constant verbal abuse and belittling of her ground her down; and now he was doing the same to Meg. Agnes breathed in and stepped out into the rain, grabbing the horse’s harness as it, too, dropped its head and looked worn down by the harsh words. 


‘She’s bloody back. She’s been trailing down into Appersett, visiting that Baines lass, or so she tells me. The gormless bitch hadn’t noticed it was raining,’ Tom snarled as he started to unload the cart. ‘Look at it – this is worth nowt!’ He forked the hay down from the cart, and Meg and her mother both stood with their heads down, knowing that it was no good saying anything when he was in such a mood. 


‘It’s brightening up. Look, it’s only been a good hard shower.’ Agnes lifted her head and looked down the valley towards Wensleydale. ‘The rest will soon dry out in the morning – all’s not lost, Tom,’ she said as the rain began to ease.


‘You know nowt, you stupid woman. Take this stupid bitch home with you, and get me some dry clothes. I don’t want to see either of your ugly faces again today, if I can help it,’ Tom snorted, and stabbed forkfuls of the damp hay into the barn. ‘We’ll be bloody lucky if the barn doesn’t combust, with this damp stuff inside it. If it does, it’s you two’s fault,’ he shouted at Agnes and Meg as they walked away together. 
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