
Further Memories





Further Memories

by

Robert Louis Stevenson



Further Memories, by Robert Louis Stevenson

This book in its current typographical format first published 2009 by 

Cambridge Scholars Publishing

12 Back Chapman Street, Newcastle upon Tyne, NE6 2XX, UK

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data
A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

The copyright in this publication is in the public domain

All rights for this book reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, 
or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or 

otherwise, without the prior permission of the copyright owner.

ISBN (10): 1-4438-0449-5, ISBN (13): 978-1-4438-0449-3



CONTENTS

RANDOM MEMORIES 1

ROSA QUO LOCORUM 1

I 1

II 4

THE COAST OF FIFE 7

THE EDUCATION OF AN ENGINEER 14

THE LANTERN-BEARERS 20

I 20

II 23

III 26

IV 27

A CHAPTER ON DREAMS 28

THREE WALKING TOURS 36

COCKERMOUTH AND KESWICK 36

COCKERMOUTH 36

AN EVANGELIST 38

ANOTHER 40

LAST OF SMETHURST 40

AN AUTUMN EFFECT 43

A WINTER'S WALK IN CARRICK AND GALLOWAY 56

MEMORIES OF FONTAINEBLEAU 62

FONTAINEBLEAU: VILLAGE COMMUNITIES OF PAINTERS 62

I 62

II 65



vi   Robert Louis Stevenson

III 67

IV 69

V 70

VI 72

VII 72

FOREST NOTES 75

ON THE PLAIN 75

IN THE SEASON 77

IDLE HOURS 79

A PLEASURE PARTY 82

THE WOODS IN SPRING 85

MORALITY 88

SWISS NOTES 91

HEALTH AND MOUNTAINS 91

DAVOS IN WINTER 94

ALPINE DIVERSIONS 97

THE STIMULATION OF THE ALPS 100

EARLY SKETCHES 103

THE SATIRIST 103

NUITS BLANCHES 105

THE WREATH OF IMMORTELLES 107

NURSES 110

A CHARACTER 112

FRAGMENTS 113

A NIGHT IN FRANCE 113

A NOTE AT SEA 114



Further Memories   vii

A RETROSPECT 115

STEVENSON AT PLAY 121

NOTES 131





RANDOM MEMORIES 

ROSA QUO LOCORUM 

I

THROUGH  what  little  channels,  by  what  hints  and  premonitions,  the 
consciousness of the man's art dawns first upon the child, it should be not only 
interesting but instructive to inquire. A matter of curiosity to-day, it will become 
the ground of science to-morrow. From the mind of childhood there is more history 
and more philosophy to be fished up than from all the printed volumes in a library. 
The child is conscious of an interest, not in literature, but in life. A taste for the 
precise, the adroit, or the comely in the use of words, comes late; but long before 
that he has enjoyed in books a delightful dress-rehearsal of experience. He is first 
conscious of this material—I had almost said this practical—preoccupation; it does 
not follow that it really came the first. I have some old fogged negatives in my 
collection that would seem to imply a prior stage. "The Lord is gone up with a 
shout, and God with the sound of a trumpet"—memorial version, I know not where 
to find the text—rings still in my ear from my first childhood, and perhaps with 
something of my nurse's accent. There was possibly some sort of image written in 
my mind by these loud words, but I believe the words themselves were what I 
cherished. I had about the same time, and under the same influence—that of my 
dear nurse—a favourite author: it is possible the reader has not heard of him—the 
Rev. Robert Murray M'Cheyne. My nurse and I admired his name exceedingly, so 
that I must have been taught the love of beautiful sounds before I was breeched; 
and I remember two specimens of his muse until this day: 

"Behind the hills of Naphtali 
The sun went slowly down, 

Leaving on mountain, tower, and tree, 
A tinge of golden brown." 

There is imagery here, and I set it on one side. The other-it is but a verse—not only 
contains no image, but is quite unintelligible even to my comparatively instructed 
mind, and I know not even how to spell the outlandish vocable that charmed me in 
my childhood: 

"Jehovah Tschidkenu is nothing to her";i
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I may say, without flippancy, that He was nothing to me either, since I had no ray 
of a guess of what He was about; yet the verse, from then to now, a longer interval 
than the life of a generation, has continued to haunt me. 

I  have  said  that  I  should  set  a  passage  distinguished  by obvious  and  pleasing 
imagery, however faint; for the child thinks much in images, words are very live to 
him, phrases that imply a picture eloquent beyond their value. Rummaging in the 
dusty pigeonholes of memory, I came once upon a graphic version of the famous 
psalm, "The Lord is my shepherd": and from the places employed in its illustration, 
which are all in the immediate neighbourhood of a house then occupied by my 
father,  I am able to date it  before the seventh year  of my age,  although it  was 
probably  earlier  in  fact.  The  "pastures  green"  were  represented  by  a  certain 
suburban stubble-field, where I had once walked with my nurse, under an autumnal 
sunset,  on the banks of  the Water  of Leith:  the place is  long ago  built  up;  no 
pastures now, no stubble-fields; only a maze of little streets and smoking chimneys 
and shrill children. Here, in the fleecy person of a sheep, I seemed to myself to 
follow something unseen, unrealised, and yet benignant; and close by the sheep in 
which I was incarnated—as if for greater security—rustled the skirts of my nurse. 
"Death's dark vale" was a certain archway in the Warriston Cemetery: a formidable 
yet  beloved  spot,  for  children  love  to  be  afraid—in  measure  as  they  love  all 
experience of vitality.  Here I beheld myself some paces ahead (seeing myself,  I 
mean, from behind), utterly alone in that uncanny passage: on the one side of me a 
rude, knobby shepherd's staff, such as cheers the heart of the cockney tourist, on 
the other a rod like a billiard-cue appeared to accompany my progress: the staff 
sturdily  upright,  the  billiard-cue  inclined  confidentially,  like  one  whispering, 
towards my ear. I was aware—I will never tell you how—that the presence of these 
articles afforded me encouragement. The third and last of my pictures illustrated 
the words: 

"My table Thou hast furnished 
In presence of my foes: 

My head Thou dost with oil anoint, 
And my cup overflows": 

and this was perhaps the most interesting of the series. I saw myself seated in a 
kind of open stone summer-house at table; over my shoulder a hairy, bearded, and 
robed presence anointed me from an authentic shoe-horn; the summer-house was 
part of the green court of a ruin, and from the far side of the court black and white 
imps discharged against me ineffectual arrows. The picture appears arbitrary, but I 
can  trace  every  detail  to  its  source,  as  Mr.  Brock  analysed  the dream of Alan 
Armadale.  The summer-house and court  were muddled together  out of Billing's 
Antiquities of Scotland; the imps conveyed from Bagster's Pilgrim's Progress; the 
bearded and robed figure from any one of a thousand Bible pictures; and the shoe-
horn was plagiarised from an old illustrated Bible, where it figured in the hand of 
Samuel anointing Saul, and had been pointed out to me as a jest by my father. It 
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was shown me for a jest, remark; but the serious spirit of infancy adopted it in 
earnest. Children are all classics; a bottle would have seemed an intermediary too 
trivial—that divine refreshment of whose meaning I had no guess; and I seized on 
the idea of that mystic shoe-horn with delight, even as a little later, I should have 
written flagon, chalice, hanaper, beaker, or any word that might have appealed to 
me at the moment as least contaminate with mean associations. In this this string of 
pictures I believe the gist of the psalm to have consisted; I believe it had no more 
to say to me; and the result was consolatory.  I would go to sleep dwelling with 
restfulness upon these images; they passed before me, besides, to an appropriate 
music; for I had already singled out from that  rude psalm the one lovely verse 
which dwells in the minds of all, not growing old, not disgraced by its association 
with long Sunday tasks, a scarce conscious joy in childhood, in age a companion 
thought:

"In pastures green Thou leadest me,
The quiet waters by."

The remainder of my childish recollections are all of the matter of what was read to 
me, and not of any manner in the words. If these pleased me, it was unconsciously; 
I listened for news of the great vacant world upon whose edge I stood; I listened 
for  delightful  plots  that  I  might  re-enact  in  play,  and  romantic  scenes  and 
circumstances that I might call up before me, with closed eyes, when I was tired of 
Scotland and home, and that weary prison of the sick-chamber in which I lay so 
long in  durance. Robinson Crusoe; some of the books of that cheerful, ingenious, 
romantic soul, Mayne Reid; and a work (rather gruesome and bloody for a child, 
but very picturesque) called Paul Blake; these are the three strongest impressions I 
remember:  The Swiss Family Robinson came next,  longo intervallo.  At these I 
played, conjured up their scenes, and delighted to hear them rehearsed unto seventy 
times seven. I am not sure but what Paul Blake came after I could read. It seems 
connected with a visit to the country, and an experience unforgettable. The day had 
been  warm;  H― and I  had  played  together  charmingly  in  a  sandy wilderness 
across the road; then came the evening with a great flash of colour and a heavenly 
sweetness in the air. Somehow my playmate had vanished, or is out of the story, as 
the sagas say, but I was sent into the village on an errand; and, taking a book of 
fairy tales, went down alone through a fir-wood, reading as I walked. How often 
since then it has befallen me to be happy even so; but that the first time: the shock 
of that pleasure I have never since forgot, and if my mind serves me to the last, I 
never shall; for it was then that I knew I loved reading.
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II

To pass from hearing literature to reading it is to take a great and dangerous step. 
With not a few, I think a large proportion of their pleasure then comes to an end; 
"the malady of not marking" overtakes them; they read thenceforward by the eye 
alone and hear never  again the chime of fair words or the march of the stately 
period. Non ragioniam of these. But to all the step is dangerous; it involves coming 
of age; it is even a kind of second weaning. In the past all was at the choice of 
others; they chose, they digested, they read aloud for us and sang to their own tune 
the books of childhood. In the future we are to approach the silent, inexpressive 
type alone, like pioneers; and the choice of what we are to read is in our own hands 
thenceforward. For instance, in the passages already adduced, I detect and applaud 
the ear of my old nurse; they were of her choice, and she imposed them on my 
infancy, reading the works of others as a poet would scarcely dare to read his own; 
gloating on the rhythm, dwelling with delight on assonances  and alliterations. I 
know very well my mother must have been all the while trying to educate my taste 
upon more secular authors; but the vigour and the continual opportunities of my 
nurse triumphed, and after a long search, I can find in these earliest volumes of my 
autobiography no mention of  anything  but  nursery rhymes,  the Bible,  and Mr. 
M'Cheyne.

I suppose all children agree in looking back with delight on their school Readers. 
We might not now find so much pathos in "Bingen on the Rhine," "A Soldier of 
the Legion lay dying in Algiers," or in "The Soldier's Funeral," in the declaration of 
which I was held to have surpassed myself. "Robert's voice," said the master on 
this memorable occasion, "is not strong, but impressive": an opinion which I was 
fool enough to carry home to my father; who roasted me for years in consequence. 
I am sure one should not be so deliciously tickled by the humorous pieces: 

"What, crusty? cries Will, in a taking, 
Who would not be crusty with half a year's baking?" 

I think this quip would leave us cold. The "Isles of Greece" seems rather tawdry 
too; but on the "Address to the Ocean," or on "The Dying Gladiator," "time has 
writ no wrinkle." 

"'T is the morn, but dim and dark; 
Whither flies the silent lark?"— 

does the reader recall the moment when his eye first fell upon these lines in the 
Fourth Reader; and "surprised with joy, impatient as the wind," he plunged into the 
sequel?  And there  was another  piece,  this  time in prose,  which none can  have 
forgotten; many like me must have searched Dickens with zeal to find it again, and 
in  its  proper  context,  and have  perhaps  been  conscious of  some inconsiderable 
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measure of disappointment, that it was only Tom Pinch who drove, in such a pomp 
of poetry, to London. 

But in the Reader we are still under guides. What a boy turns out for himself, as he 
rummages in the bookshelves, is the real test and pleasure. My father's library was 
a spot of some austerity: the proceedings of learned societies, some Latin divinity, 
cyclopaedias, physical science, and, above all optics, held the chief place upon the 
shelves, and it was only in holes and corners that anything really legible existed as 
by accident. The Parent's Assistant, Rob Roy, Waverley,  and Guy Mannering, the 
Voyages  of  Captain  Woods  Rogers,  Fuller's  and  Bunyan's  Holy  Wars,  The  
Reflections of Robinson Crusoe, The Female Bluebeard, G. Sand's Mare au Diable 
(how came it in that grave assembly!), Ainsworth's Tower of London, and four old 
volumes of  Punch—these were the chief exceptions. In these latter, which made 
for years the chief of my diet, I very early fell in love (almost as soon as I could 
spell) with the Snob Papers. I knew them almost by heart, particularly the visit to 
the Pontos; and I remember my surprise when I found, long afterwards, that they 
were famous, and signed with a famous name; to me, as I read and admired them, 
they were the works of Mr. Punch. Time and again I tried to read  Rob Roy, with 
whom of course I was acquainted from the Tales of a Grandfather; time and again 
the early part, with Rashleigh and (think of it!) the adorable Diana, choked me off; 
and I shall never forget the pleasure and surprise with which, lying on the floor one 
summer evening, I struck of a sudden into the first scene with Andrew Fairservice. 
"The worthy Dr.  Lightfoot"—"mistrysted with a bogle"—"a wheen green trash"
—"Jenny,  lass,  I  think I ha'e  her":  from that  day to this the phrases have been 
unforgotten.  I  read on, I  need scarce say;  I  came to Glasgow,  I  bided tryst  on 
Glasgow  Bridge,  I  met  Rob  Roy  and  the  Bailie  in  the  Tolbooth,  all  with 
transporting pleasure; and then the clouds gathered once more about my path; and I 
dozed and skipped until I stumbled half-asleep into the clachan of Aberfoyle, and 
the voices of Iverach and Galbraith recalled me to myself. With that scene and the 
defeat of Captain Thornton the book concluded; Helen and her sons shocked even 
the little schoolboy of nine or ten with their unreality; I read no more, or I did not 
grasp what I was reading; and years elapsed before I consciously met Diana and 
her father among the hills, or saw Rashleigh dying in the chair. When I think of 
that novel and that evening, I am impatient with all others; they seem but shadows 
and impostors; they cannot satisfy the appetite which this awakened; and I dare be 
known to think it the best of Sir Walter's by nearly as much as Sir Walter is the 
best of novelists. Perhaps Mr. Lang is right, and our first friends in the land of 
fiction are always the most real. And yet I had read before this  Guy Mannering, 
and some of  Waverley,  with no such delighted sense of truth and humour, and I 
read immediately after  the greater  part  of the Waverley Novels, and was never 
moved  again  in  the  same  way  or  to  the  same  degree.  One  circumstance  is 
suspicious: my critical estimate of the Waverley Novels has scarce changed at all 
since  I  was  ten.  Rob Roy, Guy Mannering,  and  Redgauntlet  first;  then,  a  little 
lower,  The  Fortunes  of  Nigel; then,  after  a  huge  gulf,  Ivanhoe  and  Anne  of  
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Geierstein; the rest  nowhere;  such  was the  verdict  of  the  boy.  Since  then  The 
Antiquary, St. Oman's Well, Kenilworth,  and The Heart of Midlothian  have gone 
up in the scale; perhaps Ivanhoe and Anne of Geierstein have gone a trifle down; 
Diana Vernon has been added to my admirations in that enchanted world of  Rob 
Roy;  I think more of the letters  in Redgauntlet,  and Peter Peebles, that dreadful 
piece of realism, I can now read about with equanimity, interest, and I had almost 
said pleasure, while to the childish critic he often caused unmixed distress. But the 
rest is the same; I could not finish  The Pirate  when I was a child, I have never 
finished it yet;  Peveril of the Peak dropped half-way through from my schoolboy 
hands, and though I have since waded to an end in a kind of wager with myself, the 
exercise  was  quite  without  enjoyment.  There  is  something  disquieting in  these 
considerations. I still think the visit to Ponto's the best part of the Book of Snobs:  
does that mean that I was right when I was a child; or does it mean that I have 
never grown since then, that the child is not the man's father, but the man? and that 
I  came  into  the  world  with  all  my  faculties  complete,  and  have  only  learned 
sinsyne to be more tolerant of boredom?...



THE COAST OF FIFE 

MANY writers have vigorously described the pains of the first  day or the first 
night at school; to a boy of any enterprise, I believe, they are more often agreeably 
exciting. Misery—or at least misery unrelieved—is confined to another period, to 
the days of suspense and the "dreadful looking-for" of departure; when the old life 
is running to an end, and die new life, with its new interests, not yet begun; and to 
the pain of an imminent parting, there is added the unrest of a state of conscious 
pre-existence.  The  area-railings,  the  beloved  shop-window,  the  smell  of  semi-
suburban tanpits, the song of the church bells upon a Sunday, the thin, high voices 
of compatriot children in a playing-field—what a sudden, what an overpowering 
pathos breathes to him from each familiar circumstance! The assaults of sorrow 
come not from within, as it seems to him, but from without. I was proud and glad 
to go to school; had I been let alone, I could have borne up like any hero; but there 
was around me, in all my native town, a conspiracy of lamentation: "Poor little 
boy, he is going away—unkind little boy, he is going to leave us"; so the unspoken 
burthen followed me as I went, with yearning and reproach. And at length, one 
melancholy afternoon in the early autumn, and at a place where it seems to me, 
looking  back,  it  must  be  always  autumn  and  generally  Sunday,  there  came 
suddenly upon the face of all  I  saw—the long empty road, the lines of the tall 
houses,  the church upon the hill,  the woody hillside garden—a look of  such a 
piercing sadness that my heart died; and seating myself on a door-step, I shed tears 
of miserable sympathy. A benevolent cat cumbered me the while with consolations
—we two were alone in all that was visible of the London Road: two poor waifs 
who had each tasted sorrow—and she fawned upon the weeper, and gambolled for 
his entertainment, watching the effect, it seemed, with motherly eyes. 

For  the  sake  of  the  cat,  God  bless  her!  I  confessed  at  home  the  story  of  my 
weakness; and so it comes about that I owed a certain journey, and the reader owes 
the  present  paper,  to  a  cat  in  the  London  Road.  It  was  judged,  if  I  had  thus 
brimmed over on the public highway, some change of scene was (in the medical 
sense) indicated; my father at the time was visiting the harbour lights of Scotland; 
and it was decided he should take me along with him around a portion of the shores 
of Fife; my first professional tour, my first journey in the complete character of 
man, without the help of petticoats. 

The Kingdom of Fife (that royal province) may be observed by the curious on the 
map, occupying a tongue of land between the firths of Forth and Tay. It may be 
continually seen from many parts of Edinburgh (among the rest, from the windows 
of my father's house) crying away into the distance and the easterly haar with one 
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smoky sea-side town beyond another,  or  in winter  printing on the grey heaven 
some glittering hill-tops. It has no beauty to recommend it, being a low, sea-salted, 
wind-vested promontory;  trees very rare,  except (as common on the east  coast) 
along the dens of rivers; the fields well cultivated, I understand, but not lovely to 
the eye. It is of the coast I speak: the interior may be the garden of Eden. History 
broods over that part of the world like the easterly haar. Even on the map, its long 
row of Gaelis place-names bear testimony to an old and settled race. Of these little 
towns, posted along the shore as close as sedges, each with its bit of harbour, its 
old weather-beaten church or public building, its flavour of decayed prosperity and 
decaying fish, not one but has its legend, quaint or tragic: Dunfermline, in whose 
royal towers the king may be still observed (in the ballad) drinking the blood-red 
wine; somnolent Inverkeithing, once the quarantine of Leith; Aberdour, hard by the 
monastic  islet  of  Inchcolm,  hard  by  Donibristle  where  the  "bonny  face  was 
spoiled"; Burntisland, where, when Paul Jones was off the coast, the Reverend Mr. 
Shirra  had  a  table carried  between tide-marks,  and publicly  prayed  against  the 
rover  at  the pitch of his voice and his broad lowland dialect;  Kinghorn,  where 
Alexander  "brak's  neckbane"  and  left  Scotland  to  the  English  wars;  Kirkcaldy, 
where  the  witches  once  prevailed  extremely  and  sank  tall  ships  and  honest 
mariners in the North Sea;  Dysart,  famous—well  famous at least to me for the 
Dutch ships that lay in its harbour, painted like toys and with pots of flowers and 
cages of song birds in the cabin windows, and for one particular Dutch skipper 
who would sit all day in slippers on the break of the poop, smoking a long German 
pipe; Wemyss (pronounce Weems) with its bat-haunted caves, where the Chevalier 
Johnstone,  on  his  flight  from Culloden,  passed  a  night  of  superstitious  terrors; 
Leven, a bald, quite modern place,  sacred to summer visitors, whence there has 
gone but yesterday the tall figure and the white locks of the last Englishman in 
Delhi, my uncle Dr. Balfour, who was still walking his hospital rounds, while the 
troopers  from Meerut  clattered and cried "Deen,  Deen" along the streets of the 
imperial city, and Willoughby mustered his handful of heroes at the magazine, and 
the nameless brave one in the telegraph office was perhaps already fingering his 
last despatch; and just a little beyond Leven, Largo Law and the smoke of Largo 
town mounting about its feet, the town of Alexander SdBrixk, better known under 
the name of Robinson Crusoe. So on, the list might be pursued (only for private 
reasons, which the leader will shortly have an opportunity to guess) by St. Monans, 
and  Pittenweem,  and  the  two  Anstruthers,  and  Cellardyke,  and  Grail,  where 
Primate Sharpe was once a humble and innocent country minister: on to the heel of 
the land, to Fife Ness, overlooked by a seawood of matted elders, and die quaint 
old mansion of Balcomie, itself overlooking but the breach or the quiescence of the 
deep—the Carr Rock beacon rising close in front, and as night draws in, the star of 
the Lochcape reef springing up on the one hand, and the star of the May Island on 
the other, and farther off yet  a third and a greater on the craggy foreland of St. 
Abb's. And but a little way round the corner of the land, imminent itself above the 
sea,  stands  the  gem  of  the  province  and  the  light  of  mediæval  Scotland,  St. 
Andrews, where the great Cardinal Beatos held garrison against the world, and the 
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second of the name and title perished (as you may read in Knox's jeering narrative) 
under the knives of true-blue Protestants, and to this day (after so many centuries) 
the current voice of the professor is not hushed. 

Here  it  was  that  my  first  tour  of  inspection  began,  early  on  a  bleak  easterly 
morning. There was a crashing run of sea upon the shore, I recollect, and my father 
and the man of the harbour light must sometimes raise then voices to be audible. 
Perhaps it is from this circumstance, that I always imagine St. Andrews to be an 
ineffectual seat of learning, and the sound of the east wind and the bursting surf to 
linger in its drowsy class-rooms and confound the utterance of the professor, until 
teacher and taught are alike drowned in oblivion, and only the sea-gull beats on the 
windows and the draught of the sea-air rustles in the pages of the open lecture. But 
upon all this, and the romance of St. Andrews in general, the reader must consult 
the works of Mr. Andrew Lang;  who has written of it  but the other day in his 
dainty prose and with his incommunicable humour, and long ago in one of his best 
poems,  with grace,  and  local  truth and  a  note  of  unaffected  pathos.  Mr.  Lang 
knows all about the romance, I say, and the educational advantages, but I doubt if 
he had turned his attention to the harbour lights; and it may be news even to him, 
that in the year  1863 their case was pitiable. Hanging about with the east wind 
humming in my teeth, and my hands (I make no doubt) in my pockets, I looked for 
the first time upon that tragi-comedy of the visiting engineer which I have seen so 
often  re-enacted  on  a  more  important  stage.  Eighty  years  ago,  I  find  my 
grandfather writing: "It is the most painful thing that can occur to me to have a 
correspondence of this kind with any of the keepers, and when I come to the Light 
House,  instead  of  having  the  satisfaction  to  meet  them  with  approbation  and 
welcome their Family, it is distressing when one is obliged to put on a most angry 
countenance and demeanour." This painful obligation has been hereditary in my 
race.  I  have  myself,  on  a  perfectly  amateur  and  unauthorised  inspection  of 
Turnberry Point, bent my brows upon the keeper on the question of storm-panes; 
and felt a keen pang of self-reproach, when we went downstairs again and I found 
he was making a coffin for his infant child; and then regained my equanimity with 
the thought that I had done the man a service, and when the proper inspector came 
he would be readier with his panes. The human race is perhaps credited with more 
duplicity than it deserves. The visitation of a lighthouse at least is a business of the 
most transparent nature. As soon as the boat grates on the shore, and the keepers 
step forward in their uniformed coats, the very slouch of the fellows' shoulders tells 
their story, and the engineer may begin at once to assume his "angry countenance." 
Certainly  the  brass  of  the  hand-rail  will  be  clouded;  and  if  the  brass  be  not 
immaculate, certainly all will be to match—the reflectors scratched, the spare lamp 
unready,  the  storm-panes  in  the  store-house.  If  a  light  is  not  rather  more  than 
middling good, it will be radically bad. Mediocrity (except in literature) appears to 
be unattainable by man. But of course the unfortunate of St. Andrews was only an 
amateur, he was not in the Service, he had no uniform coat, he was (I believe) a 
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plumber by his trade and stood (in the mediæval phase) quite out of the danger of 
my father; but he had a painful interview for all that, and perspired extremely. 

From St. Andrews, we drove over Magus Muir. My father had announced we were 
"to post," and the phrase called up in my hopeful mind visions of top-boots and the 
pictures in Rowlandson's Dance of Death; but it was only a jingling cab that came 
to the inn door, such as I had driven in a thousand times at the low price of one 
shilling  on  the  streets  of  Edinburgh.  Beyond  this  disappointment,  I  remember 
nothing of that drive. It  is a road I have often travelled, and of not one of these 
journeys do I remember any single trait. The fact has not been suffered to encroach 
on the truth of the imagination. I still see Magus Muir two hundred years ago; a 
desert place, quite unenclosed; in the midst, the primate's carriage fleeing at the 
gallop; the assassins loose-reined in pursuit, Burley Balfour, pistol in hand, among 
the first. No scene of history has ever written itself so deeply on my mind; not 
because Balfour, that questionable zealot, was an ancestral cousin of my own; not 
because of the pleadings of the victim and his daughter; not even because of the 
five  bum-bee  that  flew  out  of  Sharpe's  'bacco-box,  thus  clearly  indicating  his 
complicity with Satan; nor merely because,  as it was after all a crime of a fine 
religious flavour, it figured in Sunday books and afforded a grateful  relief from 
Ministering Children or the Memoirs of Mrs. Katherine Winslowe. The figure that 
always fixed my attention is that of Hackston of Rathillet, sitting in the saddle with 
his cloak about his mouth, and through all that long, bungling, vociferous hurly-
burly, revolving privately a case of conscience. He would take no hand in the deed, 
because he had a private spite against the victim, and "that action" must be sullied 
with no suggestion of a worldly motive; on the other hand, "that action" in itself 
was highly justified, he had cast in his lot with "the actors," and he must stay there, 
inactive but publicly sharing the responsibility. "You are a gentleman—you will 
protect me!" cried the wounded old man, crawling towards him. "I will never lay a 
hand  on you,"  said Hackston,  and  put  his  cloak  about  his  mouth.  It  is  an  old 
temptation with me, to pluck away that cloak and see the face—to open that bosom 
and to read the heart. With incomplete romances about Hackston, the drawers of 
my youth were lumbered. I read him up in every printed book that I could lay my 
hands on. I even dug among the Wodrow manuscripts, sitting shamefaced in the 
very  room where  my hero  had  been  tortured  two centuries  before,  and  keenly 
conscious of my youth in the midst of other and (as I fondly thought) more gifted 
students. All was vain: that he had passed a riotous nonage, that he was a zealot, 
that he twice displayed (compared with his grotesque companions) some tincture 
of  soldierly resolution and even of military common-sense,  and that  he figured 
memorably in the scene of Magus Muir, so much and no more could I make out. 
But whenever I cast my eyes backward, it is to see him like a landmark on the 
plains of history, sitting with his cloak about his mouth, inscrutable. How small a 
thing  creates  an  immortality!  I  do  not  think  he  can  have  been  a  man entirely 
commonplace;  but  had  he  not  thrown  his  cloak  about  his  mouth,  or  had  the 
witnesses  forgot  to  chronicle  the  action,  he  would  not  thus  have  haunted  the 
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imagination of my boyhood, and to-day he would scarce delay me for a paragraph. 
An incident, at once romantic and dramatic, which at once awakes the judgment 
and makes a picture for the eye, how little do we realise its perdurable power 1 
Perhaps no one does so but the author, just as none but he appreciates the influence 
of jingling words; so that he looks on upon life, with something of a covert smile, 
seeing  people  led  by  what  they  fancy  to  be  thoughts  and  what  are  really  the 
accustomed artifices of his own trade, or roused by what they take to be principles 
and are really picturesque effects.  In a pleasant  book about a school-class club, 
Colonel Fergusson has recently told a little anecdote. A "Philosophical Society" 
was formed by some Academy boys—among them, Colonel Fergusson himself, 
Fleeming Jenkin, and Andrew Wilson, the Christian Buddhist and author of  The 
Abode  of  Snow.  Before  these  learned  pundits,  one  member  laid  the  following 
ingenious problem: "What would be the result of putting a pound of potassium in a 
pot of porter?" "I should think there would be a number of interesting bi-products," 
said a smatterer at my elbow; but for me the tale itself was a bi-product, and stands 
as a type of much that is most human. For this inquirer who conceived himself to 
burn with a zeal  entirely chemical,  was really immersed in a design of a quite 
different nature; unconsciously to his own recently breeched intelligence, he was 
engaged in literature. Putting, pound, potassium, pot, porter; initial p, mediant t—
that was his idea, poor little boy! So with politics and that which excites men in the 
present, so with history and that which rouses them in the past: there lie at the root 
of what appears most serious unsuspected elements. The triple town of Anstruther 
Wester, Anstruther Easter, and Cellardyke, all three Royal Burghs—or two Royal 
Burghs and a less distinguished suburb, I forget  which—lies continuously along 
the sea-side, and boasts of either two or three separate parish churches, and either 
two  or  three  separate  harbours.  These  ambiguities  are  painful;  but  the  fact  is 
(although it argue me uncultured), I am but poorly posted upon Cellardyke. My 
business lay in the two Anstruthers. A tricklet of a stream divides them, spanned by 
a bridge; and over the bridge at the time of my knowledge, the celebrated Shell 
House stood outpost  on the west.  This  had been the residence  of  an agreeable 
eccentric; during his fond tenancy, he had illustrated the outer walls, as high (if I 
remember rightly) as the roof, with elaborate patterns and pictures, and snatches of 
verse in the vein of exegi monumentum; shells and pebbles, artfully contrasted and 
conjoined, had been his medium; and I like to think of him standing back upon the 
bridge,  when all  was finished, drinking in the general  effect  and (like Gibbon) 
already lamenting his employment. 

The same bridge saw another sight in the seventeenth century. Mr. Thomson, the 
"curat" of Anstruther Easter, was a man highly obnoxious to the devout: in the first 
place, because he was a "curat"; in the second place, because he was a person of 
irregular  and  scandalous  life;  and in  the third  place,  because  he was generally 
suspected of dealings with the Enemy of Man. These three disqualifications, in the 
popular literature of the time, go hand in hand; but the end of Mr. Thomson was a 
thing quite by itself, and in the proper phrase, a manifest judgment. He had been at 
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a friend's house in Anstruther Wester,  where (and elsewhere,  I suspect), he had 
partaken  of  the  bottle;  indeed,  to  put  the  thing  in  our  cold  modern  way,  the 
reverend gentleman was on the brink of  delirium tremens.  It was a dark night, it 
seems; a little lassie came carrying a lantern to fetch the curate home; and away 
they went down the street of Anstruther Wester, the lantern swinging a bit in the 
child's hand, the barred lustre tossing up and down along the front of slumbering 
houses, and Mr. Thomson not altogether steady on his legs nor (to all appearance) 
easy in mind. The pair had reached the middle of the bridge when (as I conceive 
the scene) the poor tippler started in some baseless fear and looked behind him; the 
child, already shaken by the minister's strange behaviour, started also; in so doing, 
she  would  jerk  the  lantern;  and  for  the  space  of  a  moment  the  lights  and  the 
shadows would be all confounded. Then it was that to the unhinged toper and the 
twittering child, a huge bulk of blackness seemed to sweep down, to pass them 
close by as they stood upon the bridge, and to vanish on the farther side in the 
general darkness of the night. "Plainly the devil came for Mr. Thomson!" thought 
the child. What Mr. Thomson thought himself, we have no ground of knowledge; 
but he fell upon his knees in the midst of the bridge like a man praying. On the rest 
of the journey to the manse, history is silent; but when they came to the door, the 
poor  caitiff,  taking  the lantern  from the  child,  looked  upon her  with so  lost  a 
countenance that her little courage died within her, and she fled home screaming to 
her parents. Not a soul would venture out; all that night, the minister dwelt alone 
with his terrors in the manse; and when the day dawned, and men made bold to go 
about the streets, they found the devil had come indeed for Mr. Thomson. 

This manse of Anstruther Easter has another and a more cheerful association. It 
was early in the morning, about a century before the days of Mr. Thomson, that his 
predecessor was called out of bed to welcome a Grandee of Spain, the Duke of 
Medina Sidonia, just landed in the harbour underneath. But sure there was never 
seen  a  more  decayed  grandee;  sure  there  was  never  a  duke  welcomed  from a 
stranger place of exile. Half-way between Orkney and Shetland, there lies a certain 
isle; on the one hand the Atlantic, on the other the North Sea, bombard its pillared 
cliffs; sore-eyed, short-living, inbred fishers and their families herd in its few huts; 
in the graveyard pieces of wreck-wood stand for monuments; there is nowhere a 
more inhospitable spot.  Belle-Isle-en-Mer—Fair-Isle-at-Sea—that is  a name that 
has always rung in my mind's ear like music; but the only "Fair Isle" on which I 
ever set my foot, was this unhomely, rugged turret-top of submarine sierras. Here, 
when his ship was broken, my lord Duke joyfully got ashore; here for long months 
he and certain of his men were harboured; and it was from this durance that he 
landed at last to be welcomed (as well as such a papist deserved, no doubt) by the 
godly incumbent of Anstruther Easter; and after the Fair Isle, what a fine city must 
that have appeared! and after the island diet, what a hospitable spot the minister's 
table! And yet he must have lived on friendly terms with his outlandish hosts. For 
to this day there still survives a relic of the long winter evenings when the sailors 
of the great Armada crouched about the hearths of the Fair-Islanders, the planks of 
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their own lost galleon perhaps lighting up the scene, and the gale and the surf that 
beat about the coast contributing their melancholy voices. All the folk of the north 
isles are great artificers of knitting: the Fair-Islanders alone dye their fabrics in the 
Spanish manner. To this day, gloves and nightcaps, innocently decorated, may be 
seen for sale in the Shetland warehouse at Edinburgh, or on the Fair Isle itself in 
the catechist's house; and to this day, they tell the story of the Duke of Medina 
Sidonia's adventure. 

It would seem as if the Fair Isle had some attraction for "persons of quality." When 
I landed there myself, an elderly gentleman, unshaved, poorly attired, his shoulders 
wrapped in a plaid, was seen walking to and fro, with a book in his hand, upon the 
beach. He paid no heed to our arrival, which we thought a strange thing in itself; 
but when one of the officers of the Pharos, passing narrowly by him, observed his 
book to be a Greek Testament, our wonder and interest took a higher flight. The 
catechist  was cross-examined; he said the gentleman had been put across  some 
time before in Mr. Bruce of Sumburgh's schooner, the only link between the Fair 
Isle and the rest of the world; and that he held services and was doing "good." So 
much came glibly enough; but when pressed a little further, the catechist displayed 
embarrassment. A singular diffidence appeared upon his face: "They tell me," said 
he, in low tones, "that he's a lord." And a lord he was, a peer of the realm pacing 
that  inhospitable  beach  with  his  Greek  Testament,  and  his  plaid  about  his 
shoulders,  set  upon  doing  good,  as  he  understood  it,  worthy  man!  And  his 
grandson, a good-looking little boy, much better dressed than the lordly evangelist, 
and speaking with a silken English accent very foreign to the scene, accompanied 
me for a while in my exploration of the island. I suppose this little fellow is now 
my lord, and wonder how much he remembers of the Fair Isle. Perhaps not much; 
for he seemed to accept very quietly his savage situation; and under such guidance, 
it is like that this was not his first nor yet his last adventure. 



THE EDUCATION OF AN ENGINEER 

ANSTRUTHER  is  a  place  sacred  to  the  Muse;  she  inspired  (really  to  a 
considerable  extent)  Tennant's  vernacular  poem  Anster  Fair; and  I  have  there 
waited upon her myself with much devotion. This was when I came as a young 
man to glean engineering experience from the building of the breakwater. What I 
gleaned,  I  am sure  I  do not  know; but  in  deed  I  had  already my own private 
determination to be an author; I loved the art of words and the appearances of life; 
and travellers, and headers, and nibble, and polished ashlar, and pierres perdues,  
and even the thrilling question of the  string-course,  interested me only (if  they 
interested me at all) as properties for some possible romance or as words to add to 
my vocabulary.  To grow a little catholic is the compensation of years;  youth is 
one-eyed; and in those days,  though I haunted the breakwater by day,  and even 
loved the place for the sake of the sunshine, the thrilling sea-side air, the wash of 
waves on the sea-face, the green glimmer of the divers' helmets far below, and the 
musical chinking of the masons, my one genuine preoccupation lay elsewhere, and 
my only industry was in the hours when I was not on duty. I lodged with a certain 
Bailie Brown, a carpenter by trade; and there, as soon as dinner was despatched, in 
a  chamber  scented  with  dry  rose-leaves,  drew  in  my  chair  to  the  table  and 
proceeded to pour forth literature, at such a speed, and with such intimations of 
early death and immortality, as I now look back upon with wonder. Then it was 
that I wrote Voces Fidelium, a series of dramatic monologues in verse; then that I 
indited the bulk of a covenanting novel—like so many others, never finished. Late 
I sat into the night, toiling (as I thought) under the very dart of death, toiling to 
leave a memorv behind me. I feel moved to thrust aside the curtain of the years, to 
hail that poor feverish idiot, to bid him go to bed and clap Voces Fidelium on the 
fire before he goes; so clear does he appear before me, sitting there between his 
candles in the rose-scented room and the late night; so ridiculous a picture (to my 
elderly wisdom) does the fool present! But he was driven to his bed at last without 
miraculous intervention; and the manner of his driving sets the last touch upon this 
eminently youthful business. The weather was then so warm that I must keep the 
windows open; the night without was populous with moths. As the late darkness 
deepened,  my literary  tapers  beaconed  forth  more  brightly;  thicker  and  thicker 
came the dusty night-fliers, to gyrate for one brilliant instant round the flame and 
fall in agonies upon my paper. Flesh and blood could not endure the spectacle; to 
capture immortality was doubtless a noble enterprise, but not to capture it at such a 
cost of suffering; and out would go the candles, and off would I go to bed in the 
darkness, raging to think that the blow might fall on the morrow, and there was 
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Voces Fidelium still incomplete. Well, the moths are all gone, and Voces Fidelium 
along with them; only the fool is still on hand and practises new follies. 

Only  one  thing  in  connection  with  the  harbour  tempted  me,  and  that  was  the 
diving,  an  experience  I  burned  to  taste  of.  But  this  was  not  to  be,  at  least  in 
Anstruther; and the subject involves a change of scene to the subarctic town of 
Wick. You can never  have dwelt  in a country more unsightly than that  part  of 
Caithness, the land faintly swelling, faintly falling, not a tree, not a hedgerow, the 
fields divided by single slate stones set upon their edge, the wind always singing in 
your ears and (down the long road that led nowhere) thrumming in the telegraph 
wires. Only as you approached the coast was there anything to stir the heart. The 
plateau broke down to the North Sea in formidable cliffs, the tall out-stacks rose 
like pillars ringed about with surf, the coves were over-brimmed with clamorous 
froth, the sea-birds screamed, the wind sang in the thyme on the cliff's edge; here 
and there, small ancient castles toppled on the brim; here and there, it was possible 
to dip into a dell of shelter, where you might lie and tell yourself you were a little 
warm, and hear (near at hand) the whin-pods bursting in the afternoon sun, and 
(farther off) the rumour of the turbulent sea. As for Wick itself, it is one of the 
meanest of man's towns, and situate certainly on the baldest of God's bays. It lives 
for herring, and a strange sight it is to see (of an afternoon) the heights of Pulteney 
blackened by seaward-looking fishers, as when a city crowds to a review—or, as 
when bees have swarmed, the ground is horrible with lumps and clusters; and a 
strange sight, and a beautiful, to see the fleet put silently out against a rising moon, 
the sea-line rough as a wood with sails, and ever and again and one after another, a 
boat flitting swiftly by the silver disk. This mass of fishers, this great fleet of boats, 
is out of all proportion to the town itself; and the oars are manned and the nets 
hauled by immigrants from the Long Island (as we call the outer Hebrides), who 
come for that season only, and depart again, if "the take" be poor, leaving debts 
behind them. In a bad year, the end of the herring fishery is therefore an exciting 
time; fights are common, riots often possible; an apple knocked from a child's hand 
was once the signal for something like a war; and even when I was there, a gunboat 
lay in the bay to assist the authorities. To contrary interests, it should be observed, 
the curse  of  Babel  is  here  added:  the  Lews  men are  Gaelic  speakers,  those of 
Caithness have adopted English; an odd circumstance, if you reflect that both must 
be largely Norsemen by descent. I remember seeing one of the strongest instances 
of this division: a thing like a Punch-and-Judy box erected on the flat grave-stones 
of the churchyard; from the hutch or proscenium—I know not what to call it—an 
eldritch-looking preacher  laying down the law in Gaelic about some one of the 
name of  Powl,  whom I at last divined to be the apostle to the Gentiles; a large 
congregation of the Lews men very devoutly listening; and on the outskirts of the 
crowd,  some of  the town's  children (to  whom the whole affair  was Greek  and 
Hebrew) profanely playing tigg.  The same descent,  the same country,  the same 
narrow sect of the same religion, and all these bonds made very largely nugatory 
by an accidental difference of dialect! 
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Into the bay of Wick stretched the dark length of the unfinished breakwater, in its 
cage of open staging; the travellers (like frames of churches) over-plumbing all; 
and away at the extreme end, the divers toiling unseen on the foundation. On a 
platform of loose planks,  the assistants  turned their  air-mills;  a  stone might  be 
swinging between wind and water; underneath the swell ran gaily; and from time 
to time, a mailed dragon with a window-glass snout came dripping up the ladder. 
Youth is a blessed season after  all;  my stay at  Wick was in the year  of  Voces 
Fidelium and the rose-leaf room at Bailie Brown's; and already I did not care two 
straws for literary glory. Posthumous ambition perhaps requires an atmosphere of 
roses; and the more rugged excitant of Wick east winds had made another boy of 
me. To go down in the diving-dress, that was my absorbing fancy; and with the 
countenance of a certain handsome scamp of a diver, Bob Bain by name, I gratified 
the whim. 

It was grey, harsh, easterly weather, the swell ran pretty high, and out in the open 
there  were  "skipper's  daughters,"  when  I  found  myself  at  last  on  the  diver's 
platform, twenty pounds of lead upon each foot and my whole person swollen with 
ply and ply of woollen underclothing. One moment, the salt wind was whistling 
round my night-capped  head;  the next,  I  was crushed  almost  double under the 
weight of the helmet. As that intolerable burthen was laid upon me, I could have 
found it in my heart (only for shame's sake) to cry off from the whole enterprise. 
But it was too late. The attendants began to turn the hurdy-gurdy, arid the air to 
whistle through the tube; some one screwed in the barred window of the vizor; and 
I was cut off in a moment from my fellow-men; standing there in their midst, but 
quite divorced from intercourse:  a creature deaf  and dumb, pathetically looking 
forth upon them from a climate of his own. Except that I could move and feel, I 
was like a man fallen in a catalepsy. But time was scarce given me to realise my 
isolation; the weights were hung upon my back and breast,  the signal-rope was 
thrust into my unresisting hand; and setting a twenty-pound foot upon the ladder, I 
began ponderously to descend. 

Some twenty rounds below the platform, twilight fell.  Looking up, I saw a low 
green heaven mottled with vanishing bells of white; looking around, except for the 
weedy spokes and shafts of the ladder, nothing but a green gloaming, somewhat 
opaque but very restful arid delicious. Thirty rounds lower, I stepped off on the 
pierres perdues of the foundation; a dumb helmeted figure took me by the hand, 
and made a gesture (as I read it) of encouragement; and looking in at the creature's 
window, I beheld the face of Bain. There we were,  hand to hand and (when it 
pleased us) eye to eye; and either might have burst himself with shouting, and not a 
whisper come to his companion's hearing. Each, in his own little world of air, stood 
incommunicably separate. 

Bob had told me ere this a little tale, a five minutes' drama at the bottom of the sea, 
which at that moment possibly shot across my mind. He was down with another, 
settling a stone of the sea-wall. They had it well adjusted, Bob gave the signal, the 
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scissors were slipped, the stone set home; and it was time to turn to something else. 
But still his companion remained bowed over the block like a mourner on a tomb, 
or only raised himself to make absurd contortions and mysterious signs unknown 
to the vocabulary of the diver. There, then, these two stood for a while, like the 
dead and the living; till there flashed a fortunate thought into Bob's mind, and he 
stooped, peered through the window of that other world, and beheld the face of its 
inhabitant wet with streaming tears. Ah! the man was in pain! And Bob, glancing 
downward, saw what was the trouble: the block had been lowered on the foot of 
that unfortunate—he was caught alive at the bottom of the sea under fifteen tons of 
rock. 

That two men should handle a stone so heavy, even swinging in the scissors, may 
appear strange to the inexpert These must bear in mind the great  density of the 
water of the sea, and the surprising results of transplantation to that medium. To 
understand a little what these are, and how a man's weight, so far from being an 
encumbrance,  is  the  very  ground  of  his  agility,  was  the  chief  lesson  of  my 
submarine experience. The knowledge came upon me by degrees. As I began to go 
forward with the hand of my estranged companion, a world of tumbled stones was 
visible, pillared with the weedy uprights of the staging: overhead, a flat roof of 
green: a little in front, the sea-wall, like an unfinished rampart. And presently in 
our upward progress, Bob motioned me to leap upon a stone. I looked to see if he 
were possibly in earnest, and he only signed to me the more imperiously. Now the 
block stood six feet high; it would have been quite a leap to me unencumbered; 
with the breast and back weights, and the twenty pounds upon each foot, and the 
staggering load of the helmet, the thing was out of reason. I laughed aloud in my 
tomb; and to prove to Bob how far he was astray, I gave a little impulse from my 
toes. Up I soared like a bird, my companion soaring at my side. As high as to the 
stone, and then higher, I pursued my impotent and empty flight. Even when the 
strong arm of Bob had checked my shoulders, my heels continued their ascent; so 
that I blew out sideways like an autumn leaf, and must be hauled in, hand over 
hand, as sailors haul in the slack of a sail, and propped upon my feet again like an 
intoxicated sparrow.  Yet  a  little  higher  on the foundation,  and we began  to  be 
affected by the bottom of the swell, running there like a strong breeze of wind. Or 
so I must suppose; for, safe in my cushion of air, I was conscious of no impact; 
only swayed  idly like a  weed,  and was now borne helplessly abroad,  and now 
swiftly—and yet with dream-like gentleness—impelled against my guide. So does 
a child's balloon divagate upon the currents of the air, and touch tad slide off again 
from  every  obstacle.  So  must  hare  ineffectually  swung,  so  resented  their 
inefficiency,  those  light  clouds  that  foil  awed  the  Star  of  Hades,  and  uttered 
exiguous voices in the land beyond Cocytus.

There  was  something strangely  exasperating,  as  well  as  strangely  wearying,  in 
these uncommanded evolutions, It  is bitter to return to infancy,  to be supported, 
and directed, and perpetually set upon your feet, by the hand of someone else. The 
air besides, as it is supplied to you by the busy millers on the platform, closes the 
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eustachian tubes and keeps the neophyte perpetually swallowing, till his throat is 
grown so dry that he can swallow no longer, And for all these reasons—although I 
had a fine, dizzy, muddle-headed joy in my surroundings, and longed, and tried, 
and always failed, to lay hands on the fish that darted here and there about me, 
swift as humming-birds—yet  I fancy I was rather relieved than otherwise when 
Bain brought me back to the ladder and signed to me to mount. And there was one 
more experience before me even then. Of a sudden, my ascending head passed into 
the trough of a swell. Out of the green, I shot at once into a glory of rosy, almost of 
sanguine light—the multitudinous seas incarnadined, the heaven above a vault of 
crimson.  And then  the  glory faded  into the hard,  ugly daylight  of  a  Caithness 
autumn, with a low sky, a grey sea, and a whistling wind. 

Bob Bain had five shillings for his trouble, and I had done what I desired. It was 
one of the best things I got from my education as an engineer: of which however, 
as a way of life, I wish to speak with sympathy. It takes a man into the open air; it 
keeps  him hanging  about  harbour-sides,  which  is  the  richest  form of  idling;  it 
carries him to wild islands; it gives him a taste of the genial dangers of the sea; it 
supplies him with dexterities to exercise; it makes demands upon his ingenuity; it 
will go far to cure him of any taste (if ever he had one) for the miserable life of 
cities. And when it has done so it carries him back and shuts him in an office! 
From the roaring skerry and the wet thwart of the tossing boat, he passes to the 
stool and desk; and with a memory full of ships, and seas, and perilous headlands, 
and the shining pharos, he must apply his long-sighted eyes to the petty niceties of 
drawing, or measure his inaccurate mind with several pages of consecutive figures. 
He is a wise youth, to be sure, who can balance one part of genuine life against two 
parts of drudgery between four walls, and for the sake of the one, manfully accept 
the other. 

Wick was scarce an eligible place of stay. But how much better it was to hang in 
the cold wind upon the pier, to go down with Bob Bain among the roots of the 
staging, to be all day in a boat coiling a wet rope and shouting orders— not always 
very  wise—than  to  be  warm  and  dry,  and  dull,  and  dead-alive,  in  the  most 
comfortable office. And Wick itself had in those days a note of originality. It may 
have still, but I misdoubt it much. The old minister of Keiss would not preach, in 
these degenerate times, for an hour and a half upon the clock. The gipsies must be 
gone from their caverns; where you might see, from the mouth, the women tending 
their fire, like Meg Merrilies, and the men sleeping off their coarse potations; and 
where in winter gales, the surf would beleaguer them closely, bursting in their very 
door. A traveller to-day upon the Thurso coach would scarce observe a little cloud 
of smoke among the moorlands, and be told, quite openly, it marked a private still. 
He would not indeed make that journey, for there is now no Thurso coach. And 
even if he could, one little thing that happened to me could never happen to him, or 
not with the, same trenchancy of contrast. 



Further Memories   19

We had been upon the road all evening; the coach-top was crowded with Lews 
fishers going home, scarce anything but Gaelic had sounded in my ears; and our 
way had lain throughout over a moorish country very modern to behold. Latish at 
night, though it was still broad day in our subarctic latitude, we came down upon 
the shores of the roaring Pentland Firth, that grave of mariners; on one hand, the 
cliffs  of  Dunnet  Head  ran seaward;  in  front  was  the  little  bare,  white  town of 
Castleton, its streets full of blowing sand; nothing beyond, but the North Islands, 
the  great  deep,  and  the  perennial  ice-fields  of  the  Pole.  And  here,  in  the  last 
imaginable place, there sprang up young outlandish voices and a chatter of some 
foreign speech; and I saw, pursuing the coach with its load of Hebridean fishers—
as they had pursued vetturini up the passes of the Apennines or perhaps along the 
grotto under Virgil's tomb—two little dark-eyed, white-toothed Italian vagabonds, 
of twelve to fourteen years of age, one with a hurdy-gurdy, the other with a cage of 
white  mice.  The  coach  passed  on,  and  their  small  Italian  chatter  died  in  the 
distance; and I was left to marvel how they had wandered into that country, and 
how they fared in it, and what they thought of it, and when (if ever) they should see 
again the silver wind-breaks run among the olives, and the stone-pine stand guard 
upon Etruscan sepulchres. 

Upon any American, the strangeness of this incident is somewhat lost. For as far 
back as he goes in his own land, he will find some alien camping there; the Cornish 
miner, the French or Mexican half-blood, the negro in the south, these are deep in 
the woods and far among the mountains. But in an old, cold, and rugged country 
such as mine, the days of immigration are long at an end; and away up there, which 
was at that time far beyond the northernmost extreme of railways, hard upon the 
shore of that ill-omened strait of whirlpools, in a land of moors where no stranger 
came, unless it should be a sportsman to shoot grouse or an antiquary to decipher 
runes, the presence of these small pedestrians struck the mind as though a bird of 
paradise  had risen from the heather  or  an albatross  come fishing in the bay of 
Wick. They were as strange to their surroundings as my lordly evangelist or the old 
Spanish grandee on the Fair Isle. 



THE LANTERN-BEARERS 

I

THESE boys  congregated  every  autumn about  a  certain  easterly  fisher-village, 
where they tasted in a high degree the glory of existence. The place was created 
seemingly on purpose for the diversion of young gentlemen. A street or two of 
houses, mostly red and many of them tiled; a number of fine trees clustered about 
the manse and the kirkyard, and turning the chief street into a shady alley; many 
little gardens more than usually bright with flowers; nets a-drying, and fisher-wives 
scolding in the backward parts; a smell of fish, a genial smell of seaweed; whiffs of 
blowing  sand at  the  street  corners;  shops  with golf-balls  and  bottled  lollipops; 
another  shop  with  penny  pickwicks  (that  remarkable  cigar)  and  the  London 
Journal,  dear  to  me for  its  startling  pictures,  and  a  few novels,  dear  for  their 
suggestive names: such, as well as memory serves me, were the ingredients of the 
town. These, you are to conceive posted on a spit between two sandy bays,  and 
sparsely flanked with villas—enough for the boys to lodge in with their subsidiary 
parents, not enough .(not yet enough) to cocknify the scene: a haven in the rocks in 
front:  in front  of  that,  a  file  of  grey islets:  to the left,  endless links and sand-
wreaths, a wilderness of hiding-holes, alive with popping rabbits and soaring gulls; 
to the right, a range of seaward crags, one rugged brow beyond another; the ruins 
of a mighty and ancient fortress on the brink of one; coves between—now charmed 
into sunshine quiet, now whistling with wind and clamorous with bursting surges; 
the dens and sheltered hollows redolent of thyme and southernwood, the air at the 
cliff's edge brisk and clean and pungent of the sea—in front of all, the Bass Rock, 
tilted seaward like a doubtful bather, the surf ringing it with white, the solan-geese 
hanging round its summit like a great and glittering smoke. This choice piece of 
sea-board was sacred, besides, to the wrecker; and the Bass, in the eye of fancy, 
still flew the colours of King James; and in the ear of fancy the arches of Tantallon 
still rang with horse-shoe iron, and echoed to the commands of Bell-the-Cat. 

There was nothing to mar your days, if you were a boy summering in that part, but 
the embarrassment of pleasure. You might golf if you wanted; but I seem to have 
been better employed. You might secrete yourself in the Lady's  Walk, a certain 
sunless dingle of elders, all mossed over by the damp as green as grass, and dotted 
here and there by the stream-side with roofless walls, the cold homes of anchorites. 
To fit themselves for life, and with a special eye to acquire the art of smoking, it 
was even common for the boys to harbour there; and you might have seen a single 
penny pickwick, honestly shared in lengths with a blunt knife, bestrew the glen 
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with these apprentices.  Again,  you  might join our fishing-parties,  where we sat 
perched as thick as solan-geese, a covey of little anglers, boy and girl, angling over 
each  other's  heads,  to  the much entanglement  of  lines  and loss of podleys  and 
consequent shrill recrimination—shrill as the geese themselves, Indeed, had that 
been all, you might have done this often; but though fishing be a fine pastime, the 
podley is scarce to be regarded as a dainty for the table; and it  was a point of 
honour that a boy should eat all that he had taken. Or again, you might climb the 
Law, where the whale's jawbone stood landmark in the buzzing wind, and behold 
the face of many counties, and the smoke and spires of many towns, and the sails 
of  distant  ships.  You  might  bathe,  now in  the  flaws  of  fine  weather,  that  we 
pathetically call our summer, now in a gale of wind, with the sand scourging your 
bare hide, your clothes thrashing abroad from underneath their guardian stone, the 
froth of the great breakers casting you headlong ere it had drowned your knees. Or 
you might explore the tidal rocks, above all in the ebb of springs, when the very 
roots of the hills were for the nonce discovered;  following my leader from one 
group to another, groping in slippery tangle for the wreck of ships, wading in pools 
after the abominable creatures of the sea, and ever with an eye cast backward on 
the march of the tide and the menaced line of your retreat. And then you might go 
Crusoeing, a word that covers all extempore eating in the open air: digging perhaps 
a house under the margin of the links, kindling a fire of the sea-ware, and cooking 
apples there—if they were truly apples, for I sometimes suppose the merchant must 
have played us off with some inferior and quite local fruit, capable of resolving, in 
the  neighbourhood  of  fire,  into  mere  sand  and  smoke  and  iodine;  or  perhaps 
pushing to Tantallon you  might  lunch on sandwiches  and visions in the grassy 
court, while the wind hummed in the crumbling turrets; or clambering along the 
coast, eat geansii (the worst, I must suppose, in Christendom) from an adventurous 
gean-tree that had taken root under a cliff, where it was shaken with an ague of east 
wind,  and  silvered  after  gales  with  salt,  and  grew  so  foreign  among its  bleak 
surroundings that to eat of its produce was an adventure in itself. 

There are mingled some dismal memories with so many that were joyous. Of the 
fisher-wife, for instance, who had cut her throat at Canty Bay; and of how I ran 
with the other children to the top of the Quadrant, and beheld a posse of silent 
people escorting a cart, and on the cart, bound in a chair, her throat bandaged, and 
the  bandage  all  bloody—horror!—the  fisher-wife  herself,  who  continued 
thenceforth to hag-ride my thoughts, and even to-day (as I recall the scene) darkens 
daylight. She was lodged in the little old jail in the chief street; but whether or no 
she died there,  with a wise terror  of the worst,  I  never  inquired.  She had been 
tippling; it was but a dingy tragedy; and it seems strange and hard that, after all 
these years, the poor crazy sinner should be still pilloried on her cart in the scrap-
book of my memory.  Nor shall I readily forget a certain house in the Quadrant 
where a visitor died, and a dark old woman continued to dwell alone with the dead 
body;  nor  how  this  old  woman  conceived  a  hatred  to  myself  and  one  of  my 
cousins, and in the dread hour of the dusk, as we were clambering on the garden-
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walls, opened a window in that house of mortality and cursed us in a shrill voice 
and with a marrowy choice of language. It was a pair of very colourless urchins 
that fled down the lane from this remarkable experience! But I recall with a more 
doubtful sentiment, compounded out of fear and exultation, the coil of equinoctial 
tempests; trumpeting squalls, scouring flaws of rain; the boats with their reefed 
lug-sails scudding for the harbour mouth, where danger lay, for it was hard to make 
when the wind had any east in it; the wives clustered with blowing shawls at the 
pierhead, where (if fate was against them) they might see boat and husband and 
sons—their whole wealth and their whole family—engulfed under their eyes; and 
(what  I  saw  but  once)  a  troop  of  neighbours  forcing  such  an  unfortunate 
homeward, and she squalling and battling in their midst, a figure scarcely human, a 
tragic Mænad. 

These are things that I recall with interest; but what my memory dwells upon the 
most I have been all this while withholding. It was a sport peculiar to the place, and 
indeed to a week or so of our two months' holiday there Maybe it still flourishes in 
its  native  spot;  for  boys  and  their  pastimes  are  swayed  by  periodic  forces 
inscrutable to man; so that tops and marbles reappear in their due season, regular 
like the sun and moon; and the harmless art of knucklebones has seen the fall of the 
Roman Empire and the rise of the United States. It may still flourish in its native 
spot,  but  nowhere  else,  I  am  persuaded;  for  I  tried  myself  to  introduce  it  on 
Tweedside,  and  was  defeated  lamentably;  its  charm  being  quite  local,  like  a 
country wine that cannot be exported. 

The idle manner of it was this:—

Toward the end of September, when school-time was drawing near and the nights 
were  already  black,  we  would  begin  to  sally  from  our  respective  villas,  each 
equipped with a tin bull's-eye  lantern. The thing was so well known that it  had 
worn a rut in the commerce of Great Britain; and the grocers, about the due time, 
began to garnish their windows with our particular brand of luminary.  We wore 
them buckled to the waist upon a cricket belt, and over them, such was the rigour 
of the game, a buttoned top-coat. They smelled noisomely of blistered tin; they 
never  burned aright,  though they would always  burn our fingers;  their  use was 
naught; the pleasure of them merely fanciful; and yet a boy with a bull's-eye under 
his topcoat asked for nothing more. The fishermen used lanterns about their boats, 
and it was from them, I suppose, that we had got the hint; but theirs were not bull's-
eyes,  nor did we ever play at being fishermen. The police carried them at their 
belts,  and  we  had  plainly  copied  them in  that;  yet  we  did  not  pretend  to  be 
policemen. Burglars, indeed, we may have had some haunting thoughts of; and we 
had certainly an eye to past ages when lanterns were more common, and to certain 
story-books in which we had found them to figure very largely. But take it for all 
in all, the pleasure of the thing was substantive; and to be a boy with a bull's-eye 
under his top-coat was good enough for us. 


