Praise for McNab
“I would recommend McNab to anyone who loves a good yarn. Mulholland has crafted a gripping story. His style draws the reader into both the time and place of McNab (Township), and into the hearts of the settlers.”
– the humm (monthly arts & entertainment tabloid)
“He (Mulholland) points to the enduring legacy of the McNabs, not only in the Ottawa Valley, but across the country. The book takes the reader on a journey into the actual period, looking at history through the eyes of those who lived it.”
– Arnprior Chronicle-Guide
“David Mulholland has produced a dramatic narrative based on painstaking research. The tension between Chief McNab and his settlers is very well depicted.”
– St. Andrew’s Society of Ottawa
“David Mulholland has produced a great novel, and has truly achieved his goal in giving us a good read.”
– The Celtic Connection (a tabloid dedicated to all things Celtic)
“Mulholland captures the essence of the settlers, and tells their story in such a way that it feels like you are there.”
– Carleton Place Canadian
“McNab’s piper’s account of life in the first person gives depth and character to the narrative voice. For anyone, anywhere – not just in the Ottawa Valley – McNab is an enjoyable read.”
– West Carleton Review Weekender
“I found the story of MacGregor, the piper, quite gripping.”
– J. C. Macnab of Macnab (current Chief of Clan Macnab)
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PART ONE
I am Malcolm Kenneth MacGregor, Piper to the Laird of McNab, 13th Chief of Clan McNab. It grieves me to tell ye, grieves me to even think . . . the Laird’s domain in the Highlands of Scotland once stretched from Tyndrum west into Argyll and east down Glendochart to Killin where the stately McNab Castle stood with majestic pride on the island of Eilean Ran on the north bank of the River Lochay.
Alas, the glory of those days is no more. Aye! tis true! Sir Henry Raeburn’s portrait of Francis immortalized my Chief’s predecessor, a striking figure attired as a Colonel of the Breadalbane Volunteers. Ah, but tis also true, Francis, rogue that he be, fathered many a lad and lassie, but never took a wife. And he had a grand liking for the bottle! His unconscionable neglect left our clan a debt of some thirty-five thousand pounds, our estate lands so hopelessly encumbered, his nephew, my Laird, could not save them. His legal position tenuous, at best, the McNab had no choice but to abandon his beloved estates and flee the country.
I tell ye, twas most humiliating – most humiliating indeed! Twas a trying time for my Chief, the McNab already grieving from the departure of Margaret and the children. Why the marriage failed, I canna say. The Laird, spontaneous and uplifting in spirit, is a private man in matters of the heart. There was talk of his frequenting the brothels in Paris, but . . . nay, I canna say.
Ah, but I can attest to the Laird’s resolve! He be a man of tenacious character and much innovation. On our voyage to this new land, he spoke often of his plans to build a settlement of his clansmen. He told me with great relish how he intends to accumulate adequate wealth to pay his debt and return home in triumph. His first order of business: reclaim his estates from the Earl of Breadalbane, that shameless rascal who seized McNab lands upon the Court of Session issuing a writ of foreclosure.
I am grateful to the Almighty that on our voyage across the Atlantic – although tiring and in accommodations considerably less pristine than that to which we are accustomed – the forty-nine days went by without incident. In our leisure, we reminisced, expounding for hours on the long and noble tradition of the Scottish clans, a topic of which I never tire. Tis an uncertain and erratic chronicle, but the earliest known use of “clan” appears in the Book of Deer in the twelfth century. And we know from the Irish Book of Ballimote . . . twas issued in 1383 . . . and the Book of Lecan in 1407, the nomenclature of at least twenty-six Highland clans. Ah, but their pedigrees are questionable. Perhaps fictitious! The Gael, a crafty people, created many pedigrees to justify the power of families. How else could some eighteen clans claim descent from the Dalriadic tribe of Loarne? Tis known that the Picts annihilated the tribe in 736. Aye, a family could boast the eminence of a clan name, the Lord Lyon bestowing upon it a charter, but twas a hollow title unless the men had a fighting spirit and arms sufficient to hold it.
Tis nae something of which I am proud, but my own ancestors may have had a hand in the annihilation of the people of Loarne. We MacGregors trace our heritage back to the Picts, so named by the Romans when they witnessed the tribe painting and tattooing their skin with the yellow-flowered woad plant. But twas the Picts who drove the Romans out of Scotland. Twas, at the time, known as Pictland and then Alba before King Kenneth MacAlpin united the Picts and the Celts in 849. If the record be true – tis always uncertain – when Kenneth passed on, his younger brother, Gregor, became king. Tis the eponym for our clan. We are “Mac” – sons of Gregor – descendents of the MacAlpin kings. Our motto in the Gaelic: ‘S Rioghail Mo Dhream – So Royal My Race. Aye, a proud clan, but a scattered clan; dispossessed of our lands by the Campbells when Robert the Bruce rewarded Sir Neil with the Barony of Loch Awe for helping the Bruce attain the throne in 1306. I tell ye, there be no love lost between MacGregors and Campbells. Many clansmen were forced to live as outlaws. And the most unbearable insult of all: in 1604 – was more Campbell shenanigans – James 6th issued an edict prohibiting use of our very name! That outrage forced my ancestors to roam the Highlands nameless, or take a name twas nae their own. This sad state inspired our renowned writer, Sir Walter Scott, to call we MacGregors “Children of the Mist.” For years we were confined to the lands of Glenstrae, our honourable surname not fully restored until 1774.
Time vanished as the McNab and I harkened back to ages past. When the harbour at Quebec came into view, ye could hear a collective sigh of relief. Aye, a riotous cacophony ensued as passengers scurried about preparing to disembark. While descending the gangplank, we witnessed a scuffle between a Canadian and a Highlander. The former, a porter, was attempting to be of assistance by loading the latter’s trunk on to a little cart. Ah, but the Highlander, apparently thinking the man was attempting to rob him, swore at him in Gaelic. Although ignorant of the language, the Canadian could not mistake the tone and replied with a volley of curses in French. The incident attracted a small crowd who chuckled at the spectacle. After a brief tug-of-war, the Highlander wrestled his trunk from the hands of the caddie and, with the assistance of his three sons, carted if off.
The McNab and I had no time to dally. We immediately boarded a steamer for the journey up the St. Lawrence to Montreal. There, none other than the Governor General of the Canadas, Lord Dalhousie himself, was on hand to greet us with a delegation of prominent city officials. To me, twas a surprise. But the Laird thought it quite appropriate this esteemed Scot would travel from Quebec to welcome him. Aye, but tis quite possible his presence in Montreal had more to do with representing His Majesty in the laying of the first stone for a new cathedral. The Earl introduced us to a Mr. Jacques Viger, a Montreal historian and retired soldier who fought the rebellious colonials in 1812. He told us he had placed in the stone a gold sovereign bearing the likeness of George 4th, and a medal from the Monarch’s coronation. I suggested to the McNab that perhaps that was the real reason for the Governor General’s attendance in this beautiful, vibrant city. But the Chief dismissed my comment and assured me twas because the city was being honoured with the presence of a Scottish Highland Chief. The McNab told me Lord Dalhousie intends to take leave and return home early next year. Twas a great honour to meet this revered gentleman. Sir Walter Scott, his high school classmate in Edinburgh, says his friend has served his country in every quarter of the world, and will be forever a steady, honest and true-hearted gentleman.
Twas regrettable that duty hastened the Governor General’s return to Quebec. He was not in attendance when city officials favoured the Laird with the ceremonial homage one would expect for the Chief of an illustrious Highland clan. Aye, twas a proud moment when I led the McNab into the great dining hall, celebrating his arrival with the “ground” from his rousing piobaireachd, “McNab’s Salute.”
We did not linger in Montreal, but proceeded to Glengarry County by calash. Following our long sea voyage in quarters clammy and confined, twas most exhilarating to bathe in the sun, breathe in the pure, vibrant air and gaze at wave upon wave of cultivated fields awaiting the fall harvest. Our expedition over bumpy roads, jolting to one’s constitution, was interrupted at the village of La Chine, where the rapids required us to board a batteau, a large, flat-bottomed boat with five rowers and a sixth man who steers with a paddle. On the opposite shore, we entered an impoverished but clean boarding house where the jovial proprietor served a hearty meal. The McNab and I be robust fellows, but by now the long passage . . . aye, we were exhausted and so retired to our rooms for a sound night’s sleep. The following morning, we partook of a nourishing breakfast before engaging a second calash and continuing our journey.
At Glengarry, we received a spirited welcome and took great pleasure in the generous hospitality of that august prelate, Bishop Alexander Macdonell. Now there be a man of the finest character, his angelic countenance radiant with the grace of his Saviour. Myself, I dinna believe in the officious, patronizing rules of religion, but, still, tis gratifying to find a venerable Christian spreading the message of the gospels to all who thirst for the Word, be they Protestant or Catholic. And twas the good Bishop who informed the McNab that land for settlement was to be had along the Ottawa.
As ye would surmise from its name, Glengarry boasts a growing community of Highlanders; many from the districts of Inverness-shire and a few acquaintances from Killin and Kenmore in Perthshire. But most come from the old Glengarry estate: some near the end of the last century; some as recently as eight years ago; all encouraged by the founders of the settlement who fled the rebellious colonies and have remained loyal to the mother country. There be no denying the peasantry of Glengarry are uncultivated in manners. Ah, but they welcomed us with much kindness into their humble but comfortable homes. Scottish hospitality! There be none like it! Aye, we swapped tales at many a ceilidh! Twas a jolly good time indeed. In my heart . . . I truly believe our stay in Glengarry bodes well for a promising future.
After a fortnight, fully rested, we bid a kind farewell to our generous hosts and continued our journey by coach to the provincial capital of York. There I again witnessed the McNab’s commanding personality. Wielding the subtle skill of the diplomat, he cultivated a bond with the honourable members of the Assembly, particular deference being shown to those on the Executive Council. A letter of introduction from Bishop Macdonell facilitated an audience with Sir Peregrine Maitland, Lieutenant-Governor of the Province of Upper Canada. I must confess, while this esteemed gentleman was courteous and hospitable, I found him rather cold and aloof. His manner, however, did not dampen the Laird’s enthusiasm. Over a private dinner at Government House, the Laird respectfully presented Sir Peregrine with his plan to settle a township. And although I was honoured to salute my Chief at his reception in Montreal, and to entertain His Excellency, the Bishop, in Glengarry, I felt a special pride in taking up my pipes for His Majesty’s representative in Upper Canada. I performed – because I knew twould be most appropriate – “I Got a Kiss of the King’s Hand,” composed in 1651 by the great Patrick Mor MacCrimmon to honour Charles 2nd on his visit to Stirling. With the munificent applause of Sir Peregrine, Lady Sarah, and the McNab ringing in my ears, I took my place at the imperial dining table. Twas a splendid repast. Attendants adorned in elegant liveries served a scrumptious meal of pheasant, wild rice and sweet yams. The McNab took much delight in the charms of Lady Sarah, Sir Peregrine’s gracious spouse and the daughter of the late and much revered 4th Duke of Richmond. But our dinner conversation was . . . how should I say . . . guarded. While the McNab was his usual gregarious self, I again thought our host rather stiff and unduly formal. Throughout the evening, he expressed only cautious optimism for the Laird’s scheme. The McNab, however, is not one to be discouraged. He pressed the issue, explaining to the Lieutenant-Governor that he feared his clansmen would abandon the Empire and emigrate to the new union of the rebellious colonies. The Laird also gave assurances he would bring the settlers out at his own expense. Twas no surprise to me that the Laird’s arguments were persuasive. As we were taking leave, twas obvious Sir Peregrine had a change of heart. He told us his Surveyor-General had just ordered surveyed a large tract of land on the banks of the Ottawa. And then His Majesty’s representative said – I thought I detected a reservation in his tone – but he said he would forward the Laird’s request to London and Lord Bathurst’s attention at the earliest opportunity. He added that if the Minister for the Colonies ruled in his favour, the Laird could name the settlement after himself. Of course Chief McNab was elated. Twas only a matter of weeks when Sir Peregrine informed the Laird that the Home Office had approved his application – but then, a delay of several months while we awaited completion of the survey.
We were comfortably housed at the residence of my Chief’s cousin, Mr. David McNab, who is Sergeant-at-Arms in the House of Assembly. His spacious, two-storey home sits atop a knoll that affords a magnificent view of the surrounding woods near the valley of the Don. Each day, if the weather be fair, Mr. McNab and my Chief strolled . . . aye, marched! . . . the entire length of King Street. Up and back! Tis a good mile-and-a-half! I declined their invitation to join them. Tis more exercise than my constitution will bear. Despite the generous hospitality of our host, we were most anxious to proceed. For myself, the delay was frustrating. But the McNab is not one to dawdle: he finds opportunity in all circumstances. The Laird drew upon his cousin’s influence and arranged for a soiree at the British Coffee House. Tis the capital’s leading hotel, a two-storey brick structure erected at the corner of King and York. Since twas the appropriate piece, I led my Chief into the establishment’s large conference room piping once again the “ground” from “McNab’s Salute.”
“I am McNab of McNab, 13th Chief of Clan McNab,” the Laird’s sonorous baritone announced to those assembled before him. The eyes of York’s most influential men turned towards the Laird. Eminent men of the highest rank in Upper Canada. Men such as our Attorney-General, John Beverly Robinson, our Solicitor-General, Henry John Boulton, and the distinguished member for Kingston, the Honourable Christopher Alexander Hagerman. Arriving a short time later was the Reverend John Strachan, who is not only on the Executive Council, but is Rector of the Church of England and Headmaster at York’s grammar school. And there were others. I must tell ye, I felt much awe in their presence.
On such illustrious occasions, my Chief holds court attired in full Highland regalia. He had clothed his stalwart figure from head to foot in the red and black tartan of Clan McNab; his sporran of grey horsehair lay against the brilliant sett of his kilt; the generous plaid crossed his capacious breast and was thrown over his left shoulder; he topped his solemn features with a blue Balmoral bonnet sporting three eagle feathers. Shod in black patent brogues, his tartan hose gartered under the knee, the Laird held himself erect; his walking stick – the blackthorn with the silver plate on the end of the handle – grasped firmly in hand. He was, as he always is, a commanding presence.
Aye, the Chief entertained! Twas lavish and I thought at times extravagant, but the McNab was determined to secure a bond with these and other men of authority in the provincial capital. He said twould ensure succour when needed.
The survey was completed, finally, in early summer; the Laird notified by an official from the Surveyor-General’s office. He informed us that the eighty-thousand acres contained seventeen concessions: thirteen full and four broken. And so, having accomplished our mission, we left York and proceeded to the new township that would soon bear the name “McNab.”
***
Kinnell Lodge,
On the Banks of the Ottawa,
10th Aug., 1824.
My Dear Leney,
From my last letter you will have gleaned what my intentions are, and of the progress I have made. Now I am happy to inform you that all my arrangements for settlement are complete. The township of McNab has to-day been handed over to me by Sir Peregrine, and it contains 80,000 acres of fine, wooded, arable land – and upwards. You will send out to me, according to your offer, twenty families at first. Give them three months’ provisions, and make each head of a family, before you give him a passage ticket, sign the enclosed bond, which has been specially prepared by the Attorney-General. I will meet the settlers in Montreal, and see each one on the land located to them, and will provide for their transport to their lands. They should embark early in April, and I should feel obliged if you would personally superintend their embarkation at Greenock. Now I am in a fine way to redeem the estate at home, and in a few years will return after having established a name in Canada, and founded a translantic colony of the clan.
The preparations can be all made this winter for their emigration, and I shall be fully prepared to receive them. I have a large log house erected close to the banks of the Ottawa, which, as you will see by the heading of this letter, I have called after my estate on Lock Tay, &c., &c.
McNab
***
His day’s work done, Donald Cameron stood outside the door of his stone cottage and thrust his shovel into the damp earth. Before him lay the barren, rock-infested patch that had yielded the fall’s meagre potato crop. He tugged at his trimmed whiskers. Not for the first time, worry seized his mind. He was wondering how his family could survive another winter when the bleating of sheep intruded upon his thoughts. Beyond the hedge of choppy boulders that partitioned his miserable holdings, he could see the black faces of Lintons and the thick, knotted coats of Cheviot ewes. They were grazing on hilly pasture – pasture he had once farmed.
“Donald, supper,” Elizabeth Cameron called to her husband through the open window.
“Aye.” From inside he could hear the voices of his two young children as they sat down for the evening meal. What of their future? His father’s Laird had followed the practice of generations of Highland chiefs and allowed his tenants to hand down a portion of their small crofts adequate enough to raise a few cattle and plant a few crops. Then came the Clearances. Now the Camerons drew sustenance from whatever Elizabeth’s imagination could do with salted herring and greying potatoes garnished with aqueous butter from their one bony milch cow.
When the Laird dismissed his tacksman – a nephew who rented land from his uncle and sublet to the crofters – the man uprooted his family and emigrated to America. Several of Cameron’s neighbours followed and encouraged him to do the same. But Donald thought it inconceivable to abandon his family’s steadfast allegiance to a history that dated back several centuries, gaining prominence in the fifteenth when his namesake united the branches of three families under the banner of Clan Cameron. Staunch Royalists, his kith and kin sacrificed their lives alongside those of other clans in ill-fated battles to keep Scotland free from English rule. The Jacobite Rising of 1745 took its toll on the Camerons. While fighting for the Stuarts – the Young Pretender, Prince Charles Edward – many of Donald’s ancestors were massacred by the English at Culloden. The victorious Hanoverians burned the Cameron homes, seized their lands and forced the clan to disperse. Now, descendants of the Lairds the Camerons served were pushing him and his fellow crofters off the land. Wealthy border sheep-masters coveted the sweet hill grass of the shielings – and greedy Highland chiefs coveted the exorbitant rents.
Companionship was often the only solace for a crofter. He rose each day before the sun and, somehow, drew from a reservoir of optimism: practical optimism to be sure, but optimism nonetheless. He had never been his own master – and never would be. Oppression bound him to others, also oppressed, and through that companionship he refilled his emotional reservoir to be drawn from again the next day and the day after that. To occupy a portion of the land had been an inherent right of every clansman. Now sheep were more valuable than people – and land was just another commodity.
Each year, the Clearances were pushing Cameron and his neighbours towards the edge of their pastures; forcing them onto land whose yield could barely support their families. And so in the scorching heat of last summer, he and eleven other crofters travelled to Wester Ross in Skye to gather a tawny seaweed that grew along the ocean’s rocky shores: kelp, rich in alkali, could be made into fertilizer and was much in demand for bleaching linen and manufacturing glass and soap.
“What were she like, Donald?” his neighbour, Iain Storie, asked on his return.
“She was hell, Iain, pure hell.”
“How so? I hear tis wet work an–”
“Wet! Aye, tis wet for sure! But that’s jus the half of it! Soon as tide’s out we tramp down to the shore, tear the weed off the rocks an spread it on the machair to dry. I swear I never lifted anythin so heavy in all my . . . And cold! The sea is bitter cold, Iain; it gets in your bones. Just thinkin about it, I still feel the ache . . . While the weed’s dryin we dig trenches, long an narrow, to burn–”
“A kiln.”
“Aye, a kiln. Have ye ever seen a kelp iron?”
“Nay, dinna believe I has.”
“I don’t ever want to see one again. It’s . . . it’s long, like a thin pole; I’d say nine, maybe ten foot; with an iron rod, oh, maybe three foot, on one end and the tip is bent into a hook–”
“Tis what ye gather the kelp with?”
“Aye, and stir it in the kiln. The peat has to burn the kelp even, so it needs a steady heat; it turns into a brittle slag–”
“Donald.” Elizabeth’s call broke into his reverie. The memory of his conversation with Iain Storie returned often, a memory that seemed to portend his future. But Cameron’s struggle was not only with fidelity to the surviving vestige of his ancestors; the thirty-four-year-old crofter was also ensnared by his practical nature: since returning from Wester Ross, he found he could no longer dismiss the possibility of emigrating. His conscience forced him to give it serious consideration – if not for his sake, then for the sake of Elizabeth and the children.
“Aye, I’m coming.” As he turned towards the cottage door, the bleating of sheep drew his attention once more to the rolling hills beyond. The landlord’s shepherd was leading more ewes into pasture. A wave of nausea rolled through his body. His narrow, angular jaw tightened and he tugged at his brown beard. The Perthshire Emigration Society was meeting that night at Leney House in Callander, the home of the society’s chairman, Dr. Hamilton Buchanan. Many of Cameron’s neighbours said they would attend. He pushed open the heavy wooden door, bowed his lanky frame and entered.
“Men, your attention, please!” Dr. Buchanan’s robust baritone broke through the din of conversations among the thirty-one men bunched together in the spacious living room of his baronial mansion. He peered over rimless glasses perched on the tip of his bulbous nose. When all eyes were focused on his austere presence, he waved a piece of paper above his head. “I have in my hand a letter from Chief Archibald McNab. I have very good news. The Executive Council of Upper Canada has granted Chief McNab a township with some eighty thousand acres of fine, wooded, arable land. The McNab has gained much influence since his arrival in the colony. He is on the best of terms with Sir Peregrine Maitland; the Lieutenant-Governor has become a good and true friend. Sir Peregrine and the colonial government have seen fit – quite rightly I must say – they have seen fit to honour Chief McNab with this newly surveyed township. It now bears his name. All we need–”
“Where be this land?” The throaty voice was that of Walter Ross, a crofter whose landlord had squeezed him to the very edge of the pasture.
“Tis on the banks of the Ottawa River in Upper Canada. Tis yours for the settling if–”
“And is our passage to this new land to be free?” This was Duncan McDonald. “Are we so hated, the English will pay us to leave Scotland?” Disgruntled voices rolled through the gathering.
“Lads! Lads! Please! America is a new land, a land in need of settlement, a land where hard-working men can prosper, a lan– ”
“Aye, but will potatoes and peat pay our passage?” Duncan McDonald again, swaying slightly, as if tipsy; his comment provoking snickers among the crofters.
“Ye want us to leave our luxurious estates!” Lorn McCaul said, inciting a round of derisive laughter.
“Hah, Lorn,” McDonald said. “Now wouldn’t ye make a fine nobleman!”
“Gentlemen, please, tis a serious matter. Will ye nae allow me to explain?” Buchanan peered over his glasses and waited until the banter died down. “Ye know your passage is not free. Your neighbours’ passage was not free. Nay, Chief McNab has enclosed a bond prepared by the Attorney-General. With the help of the society, the McNab will pay your passage and you will repay him when you are settled on your new land. He asks for twenty families, with more to follow. Tis an opportunity to start a new life, an opportunity to . . .”
As Buchanan droned on, Donald Cameron scrutinized the faces of the men standing around him. These were loyal neighbours, as their kin had been loyal neighbours to his father and grandfather before him. Generation after generation had endured hardship and struggled together as a community. He noticed the doctor had the rapt attention of Robert Miller and Angus McLaren. He wondered how his family’s life would change if these two men emigrated. Each spring, the Millers, the McLarens and his own brood gathered peats along the river bank; one man wielding the peat iron, the other two lifting the soft, oblong cubes to dry land where the women and children spread them carefully in the sun. It was gruelling work. But for the better part of May and June, the families pulled together, tired muscles tempered by the laughter of their grimy children frolicking along the shore. Their labour was finished, finally, when they’d gathered enough peats to ensure adequate fuel for their families.
“There be no rest for the weary” was his grandfather’s expression. With the peats dried, stacked and wheeled home on barrows, they turned to harvesting the spring hay. Cameron could hear the scythes slicing through the dusty air while the women and older children sickled every strand from under the bushes. He could see the bent bodies of Helen Miller, Cathrine McLaren and Elizabeth as they bundled the precious straw and piled it in the field for the children to tramp into stacks.
Next came harvesting the turnip crop; not to feed their families, but their precious cattle, for without turnips the cattle would not survive the coming–
The sudden shifting of the room interrupted Cameron’s reverie. The men moved towards a long, mahogany table against the side wall. Each man took a single sheet of paper from a stack. Some crofters asked the meaning of the word “bond”; some asked a neighbour what the paper said; others stared blankly at the words.
Cameron was surprised to see Dennis McNee approach the table; surprised to see him at the meeting. A reclusive individual, Donald knew the Clearances had not yet affected him. McNee was fortunate that so far his small croft had not been enclosed with the large tracts of pasture needed for grazing sheep.
“Does everyone have a copy?” Buchanan glanced around the room. “Good. I regret . . . as you can see, tis written in the abominable language of lawyers. But allow me to explain; my own affairs require me to decipher their long-winded prose. The bond says you promise to pay the Laird thirty-six pounds, thirty for your wives and sixteen for each of your children. In return . . . aye, tis most generous, the Laird will settle you on one-hundred acres of his land. When you meet the settlement duties–”
“Aha!” Duncan McDonald again. “Settlement duties! I’s heard uh them! But what might they be?”
“I was coming to that, Mr. McDonald. I believe tis a most generous offer. Tis only natural you would be required to cultivate your land. Tis required by the Crown of all grantees. But for the first three years you pay no rent. Tis rent free! Beginning the fourth year you pay to the Laird and his heirs one bushel of wheat or like grain for every cleared acre granted ye by the –”
“Only one bushel!” Lorn McCaul said, not believing so little rent possible. “Why, tis nothing!”
“Aye, Lorn, tis nothin, a bushel an acre, but the cost of our passage; we has to pay the cost of our passage,” Duncan McDonald said. “And what might that be, Dr. Buchanan?”
“I was coming to that, Mr. McDonald, if ye would allow me.” The doctor shuffled through his papers. “That would be thirty-five pounds for each man, twenty-five for your wives and older children and fifteen for the young lads and lassies.”
Voices, uncertain and anxious, rumbled through the room as the men tried to calculate the cost of their passage. There were many occasions when Cameron was thankful his departed mother insisted he learn to read and write and do simple sums. He added the figures in his head to ninety pounds for himself and his family.
“Ah, but lads, I have more good news!” Again Buchanan waited until all eyes turned towards him. “Here you are indebted to your landlord and your children and your children’s children are indebted. But the Laird, being a generous soul, in his generosity he has added a provision that will entitle ye to your land forever free of encumbrance. Pay the debt on your bond . . . tis a moderate interest of five per cent per annum; pay your debt to the Laird within seven years and ye will hold free and clear title to your land!” Buchanan removed his glasses; his smug countenance gazed at the men who erupted into animated conversations.
“Is it what the paper says?” John Drummond asked.
“Aye, tis, I believe!” Hugh Alexander said. “Canna ye no believe it, John? If me father – God rest his soul – if he had lived to see the day . . . me own land!”
“So you’re going, Hugh?” Drummond said.
“Well, me an Kate, we’ll talk about it, but . . . we already . . . nay, we canna go on like this; the crop, the land . . . well, ye knows yourself–”
“Aye, deed I do, deed I do.” Drummond removed his woollen hat and ran weather-beaten fingers through the strands on his balding head. “And there’s the reason!” he shouted, thrusting his hat in his neighbour’s face.
“Are ye going, Donald?” Hugh Alexander asked Cameron.
“I don’t know, Hugh.”
“Your own land, Donald! Only seven years!” Lorn McCaul said. “Think of it! Your own land!”
Donald Cameron did think about it. Circumstances forced him to think about it during the long, dark winter that set in a few weeks after the society meeting. He thought about it when nine-year-old Janet came down with the croup. Her feeble body tossed and moaned with the sickness. Her father gazed upon the child’s sunken, sallow face and the ache in his gut turned to anger. But there was nowhere to vent that anger: his Laird had left Perthshire for the winter; his new tacksman was little better off than himself. Elizabeth nourished the girl as best she could, but Donald believed it was her mother’s love that finally brought down his daughter’s fever and restored the colour to her cheeks. Cameron thought about it when he noticed the deep creases under Elizabeth’s blue eyes, a painful reminder of the constant struggle aging her beyond her thirty years. He thought about it at a ceilidh, when talk of emigration replaced the merriment of singing and story telling. And he thought about it every time he heard the resonant bleating of sheep on the winter pasture.
Then, in late February, Angus McLaren knocked on his door.
“What brings ye out in this weather, Angus?” A blizzard had struck the night before. McLaren had tramped through mounds of snow swept into eddies by a bitter wind. The crofter, his right leg slightly shorter than his left, limped into the cottage. Cameron and his visitor squatted on low stools next to the hearth in the middle of the clay floor. McLaren tipped his hat to Elizabeth, who welcomed their guest as she spun crimson yarn on a spindle in the corner. The Cameron children, bundled in blankets, sat on the floor at her feet and took turns holding the distaff, which was feeding yarn to their mother. Donald banked the smouldering peats against the hearth’s flat stone. A cloud of smoke hovered just under the thatched roof. McLaren clutched his woollen bonnet and stared into the glowing embers. “What is it, Angus?” The crofter lifted his head.
“We’ve been given notice.” Cameron shifted on his stool.
“When?”
“Yesterday.”
“Nay, I mean when do ye have to be out?”
“Three months.”
“More sheep?”
McLaren nodded and returned his gaze to the fire.
“What are ye gonna to do?”
McLaren’s shoulders heaved and his body released a deep sigh. “Go to America. The Canadas. Tis nothin left for us here. Cathrine and the children . . . my grandfather . . . God rest his soul . . . he died fighting for this land; the land itself took me father. There’s nothin left, Donald. We’d be scallags. Aye, we’d be better off as scallags. At least we’d pay no rent.”
Scallags, the lowest of the low, could be seen prowling along the shore, prying limpets off rocks, carrying them to their makeshift huts of sods and branches. Some were crofters who had lost their farms to debt or were driven off by their landlord; others were born to landless cottars. On a scrap of land at the edge of a moor, they raised paltry crops of kale, barley and potatoes. Boiled to a pulp, with limpets and fish, it was their only food.
Cameron stared at his neighbour; the heavy hollow in his gut crushed, finally, any hope he’d been nourishing. He looked over at the smiling faces of his children, spellbound by their mother as she skilfully drew the yarn off the distaff and twisted and lengthened it on to the spindle. He had seen the gaunt children of scallags; he would not let that happen to his children.
In the translucent light of dawn, the Camerons packed their clothing and few transportable possessions into hemp bags and a trunk. Donald began loading the horse-drawn wagon supplied by the Emigration Society.
“Tis a big ship?” eleven-year-old John asked his father, who heaved a bag onto the wagon and noted the anticipation of adventure in his son’s voice.
“I don’t know, son; aye, till be big enough, I’m sure. Go on now, like a good lad, an help your mother.” The youngster scampered towards the cottage. As Cameron hoisted the trunk into place, the sun broke over the horizon, dissolving the suspended haze. His calloused hands gripped the wagon’s rough side-board. He took in the sunrise, his last sunrise on Scottish soil. In the few weeks leading up to their departure, he had worked the land as he did every spring, ploughing melting patches of snow into the ground and tilling the soil with the cas chrom in preparation for spring planting. Only once did Elizabeth open the cottage door and ask why he bothered. He looked at her in disbelief and continued to plough. His grip on the side-board tightened. He inhaled deeply and cast clouded eyes over the land. Head bent, he stiffened momentarily before heaving sobs shook his body. He felt a touch on his arm, turned, and fell into his wife’s embrace.
On April 22, 1825, the Niagara, a 276-ton brig built in Quebec the year before, set sail from Greenock with 115 Highlanders destined for McNab Township on the banks of the Ottawa River in Upper Canada.
PART TWO
The Niagara docked at Quebec to discharge some passengers and cargo before continuing up the St. Lawrence to Montreal where the Highlanders were met by the Laird and his piper. Preparations were then made for the arduous journey by steamer, batteau and on foot. Twenty-eight days later, the exhausted immigrants arrived in the township.
It was an overcast afternoon in late summer when the neophyte settlers crowded into the living room of Kinnell Lodge – Chief McNab’s roomy, two-storey, log home overlooking the Ottawa River. Families clustered together: women and older men flopped down on the few wooden chairs; mothers cradled babies in their arms; the younger men and adolescents stood along the walls. The room was abuzz with the banter of eager anticipation until the shrill of the bagpipes brought conversations to a halt. The piper marched into the living room followed smartly by the Laird carrying bundled papers in one hand and his crooked, black-thorn walking stick in the other. They stopped in front of a long table of polished oak. The men who were seated rose quickly and doffed their woollen bonnets. The piper brought his short piece to an end and stood to the side. Chief McNab’s regal presence commanded the full attention of the Highland peasants. With his blunt chin raised, he peered over the settlers and addressed them in a manner befitting a solemn occasion.
“Greetings, my fellow clansmen. Tis a great honour to welcome you to Kinnell. Ye have had a long and tiresome journey, but, at last, tis over. Let us give thanks to the Almighty for your safe arrival.” The Laird bowed his head and kept it bowed for close to a minute, the immigrants likewise. “Twas a pleasure to greet many of you at dockside. We will have many opportunities to become better acquainted.” McNab turned sideways and glanced at the surveyor’s map of the township spread across the table. “I believe Dr. Buchanan informed you that the government of the Province of Upper Canada has granted me this township. I am pleased . . . most pleased the honourable members have shown me the respect due a Highland Chief. And ye know they have named the township McNab! Tis a great honour. I have promised our esteemed Lieutenant-Governor I will settle it with a body of sober, industrious Scots. I will inform the government of your safe arrival, and thank Sir Peregrine for this opportunity to be of service to my clansmen. I know ye’ll be deserving liegemen.” McNab paused again; he cast his eyes over the settlers as if sizing them up. “I believe my dear cousin has chosen well; I trust ye’ll be loyal clansmen – and of steady habits. I trust ye’ll honour your bond – as I will honour my responsibility to you.” The expatriate Scots remained quiet and still while McNab seated himself in a high-backed, leather chair behind the table. “We have much work ahead of us before the first snows of winter. Winter can be quite severe in this province, so we shan’t delay. I will assign you your lots.”
When the Laird called his name, the settler approached the table, hat in hand. He put his mark on his location ticket, grasped it firmly, thanked McNab and, allowing himself the hint of a smile, returned to his family. Donald Cameron had been one of the first called. He stood with Elizabeth and the children at the back of the room. While the Laird apportioned the remainder of the lots, Cameron read his ticket. What he read troubled him.
I, Archibald McNab of McNab, do hereby locate you, Donald Cameron, upon the rear half of the 19th lot of the 8th concession of McNab, upon the following terms and conditions. That is to say: I hereby bind myself, my heirs and successors, to give you the said land free of any quit-rent for three years from this date, and also to procure you a patent for the same at your expense, upon your having done the settlement duties and your granting me a mortgage on said lands, that you will yearly thereafter pay to me, my heirs and successors forever, one bushel of wheat or Indian corn, or oats of like value, for every cleared acre upon the said lot of land in name of quit-rent for the same, in the month of January in each year. Your subscribing to these conditions being binding upon you to fulfil the terms thereof.
Signed and sealed by us at Kinnell Lodge, this 24th day of August, 1825.
Archibald McNab
Donald Cameron
“Has everyone their ticket?” McNab glanced around at the assembly. Heads nodded and there was a muttering of response. “Very well, I trust ye’ll find your lots satisfactory. We will build a strong community of industrious Scots; a community that will make–”
“Excuse me, Chief,” Cameron said. He noticed a twitch in McNab’s bushy, black eyebrows.
“Tis Mr. Cameron, I believe.” The Chief’s sonorous baritone resonated with annoyance.
“Aye, tis.”
“What is it, Mr. Cameron?”
“Dr. Buchanan said if our debt be paid within seven years the land be ours. That is what it says on our bond.”
“Aye, if your debt to me be paid within seven years, I will procure for ye a patent at your expense and ye will hold clear title to your land. That is what it says on your ticket.”
“Aye, but it also says that after three years we owe ye quit-rent. To you and your heirs forever.” Cameron paused. “Quit-rent . . . tis a feudal rent, like at home. But if the land be ours, then why do we owe ye quit-rent after the seventh year?” McNab pushed himself to his feet.
“Mr. Cameron, are ye questioning the word of your Chief?” the Laird shouted. His plaid slipped off his shoulder, he tossed it back. “Tis my land, but I will grant ye a mortgage. We have responsibilities. I will honour mine. I trust ye will honour yours.” A low snort escaped from McNab’s nostrils. He stared at the crofter over the heads of the settlers. All stood perfectly still, as if holding a collective breath. Cameron opened his mouth as if to reply. He didn’t, because even though he had not yet seen his land, quit-rent of one bushel per cleared acre should be of no real consequence. McNab raised his chin and glared at the gathering. “Very well. I am pleased to have ye in my township. I know ye will make me proud to be your Chief.” The Laird wheeled on his brogues and, without waiting for his piper to lead the way, marched out of the room, the stocky piper scampering close behind.
Donald Cameron wound his way through the dense forest of grey bark: centuries-old white pine with the military bearing of unyielding sentinels. He gulped the still, sweet air, his breath catching in his throat. He craned his neck to peer up at branches so far away they permitted only glimpses of filtered, blue sky. When he reached the surveyor’s markings that told him this was his lot, he thrust a shovel into sandy soil and contemplated the location assigned to him. The land was so unlike the straths and glens of his Highland home. Despite the scampering of squirrels, the chirp and cry of sparrows and jays, the place seemed so at rest, so peaceful: it was as if the planet had stopped moving.
He could not recall when he’d last swung an axe. He was swinging one now – from sunrise to sunset. Dr. Buchanan had promised one hundred acres of arable land that could be cleared and planted within a few weeks. Cameron winced at the memory of those words. He did have one-hundred acres, more land than he’d ever had – even before the Clearances. He sighed and leaned on his shovel; a muffled thud told him he’d struck another submerged boulder.
Seemingly insurmountable challenges were nothing new to hardy Scots. The cooperative spirit that had enabled the crofters to endure hardship in the Highlands was serving them well in the daunting task of carving out a home in the wilderness. McNab was allowing them to camp on the grounds at Kinnell until they built their shanties. While wives and older children sewed and knitted winter clothing, the men bundled axes and bushwhacks and trekked to their land over muddy trails, skirting around the glut of tree stumps. The division of lots was not always clear: the surveyor’s blazing of trees did not always correspond to the crude map the Laird had spread over the table at Kinnell. Many of the families, however, had been neighbours in Perthshire; had worked their land as cooperatives: precise boundaries were of no great concern. Working in “bees” throughout the remainder of the summer and into the fall, they slashed the tangled underbrush, chopped down the smaller trees, piled both into heaps and burned them.
“Let’s rest, men,” Cameron said to Hugh Alexander and Angus McLaren on an afternoon when the sun was exceptionally hot for the end of September. They had been working since sunrise. Now they eased tired bodies onto the ground, leaned aching backs against tree stumps and drank from jars of black tea. They reclined in silence, keeping company with perplexing thoughts on the challenges of this new life. Then Angus McLaren asked what had been on his mind for some time – what was on the minds of most, if not all, of the settlers.
“Have ye heard anythin more, Donald?” he said. “About there bein no end to the quit-rent?”
“Nay, I haven’t.”
“D’ye think he’ll hold it agin ya?”
“Hold what?”
“Ya know, questionin his right to–”
“I don’t know, I can’t say.” More than a month had passed since the incident at Kinnell. While the settlers talked about it in hushed tones, rarely did anyone express openly the growing undercurrent of unease among them. Although their lives in Perthshire were lives of destitution, they had abandoned their homes, their ancestry, to take a leap of faith across an ocean. They expected to face difficult challenges; they simply had to persevere. “Have ye heard something, Angus?”
“Nay, nothin. I’ve heard nothin.” McLaren drained his jar of tea. “We canna fault the Chief. He’s been generous lettin the wives an young uns camp on his land; and he takes many into his home, as many as room permits. He be a most generous man. Nay, we canna–”
“Tis true,” Alexander said, “but people is resentful. The land is not what Dr. Buchanan promised, and our provisions is almost gone. Ye remember, Dr. Buchanan said McNab was to give us a year’s–”
“There is nae provisions,” McLaren said. “I meant to tell ye; Lorn says the Laird told him Dr. Buchanan misunderstood; he only promised provisions at Greenock; only nough to get us to his township.”
“A bushel per acre . . . twill be nothing if the land is fertile,” Cameron said. “We won’t know till planting, but . . . the soil seems awful sandy.”
“There’s better soil to the north,” Alexander said. “Walter told me he spake to . . . I dinna know him, but he told Walter twas rich loam. But the soil on my lot . . . tis all the same in this concession.” Alexander removed his hat and wiped perspiration from his forehead. The men lit their pipes and retreated again into the silence of the surrounding forest. Their contemplation was broken when a grey squirrel scampered part way up and back down a nearby pine.
“Tis a shame to cut down that bushy-tailed fella’s home,” McLaren said, “but if we don’t, we won’t have homes.”
“Ah, Angus, don’t fret it, lad,” Cameron said. “If we felled trees for nigh on a hundred years, there’d still be plenty for the squirrels. Let’s get at er!”
Providing shelter for their families was foremost in the minds of the settlers, overshadowing any misgivings in their relationship with the Laird of McNab. As the chill of fall nights descended upon the community, the need for permanent lodgings took on greater urgency. Once the smaller trees and underbrush were demolished, Cameron’s land was readied to build a shanty. The crofter selected a flat area next to the Madawaska River, near where someone had named its rushing waters, “Flat Rapids.” First came the dangerous task of felling the larger pine: each tree had to fall through the remaining trees. The men were fortunate: only one tree caught in the branches of another. During the night, it crashed to the ground. Stripped of their branches, the men chopped the trees into manageable logs, selected the best for building, piled the remainder high and burned them.
On a clear, cold morning in mid-October, while Elizabeth and the children looked on, John Drummond, who had always been more adept at carpentry than crofting, organized twenty-four men into a “raising bee.” The frosty nip in the air caused the men to shiver – until Duncan McDonald arrived with a bottle of home-made usquebaugh, one of several he had stowed in his trunk before leaving Perthshire.
“Ah, Duncan, you’re a good laddie!” Hugh Alexander said as he rummaged in his gunny sack for a tin cup.
“We knew we could count on ya, Duncan,” Lorn McCaul said. “He’ll make a good grog-boss. Won’t he lads?” The men bellowed their agreement and lined up for McDonald to fill their cups.
“Easy on the whisky, lads,” Drummond said. “We has a long day’s work ahead. We dinna want Donald’s shanty to tilt.” The crofters laughed as they sipped the potent brew.
“C’mon, lads, let’s get at er!” Iain Storie said. He had not imbibed. The men cut the sturdiest timber into twelve-foot lengths to form the base of the shanty. When the logs were in place, Drummond showed them how to mortise the ends and anchor the base with boulders – of which there were plenty. With six men on each side, they raised the walls by stacking log upon log and fitting the notched ends together.
“Aye, that’s it men, she’s taken shape,” Drummond said. “Your adze, Donald. Use your adze to square those timbers for the rafters.” The frame secured with rafters, they roofed in the shanty with overlapping layers of cedar and elm bark, binding them with thick withes to slanted pine poles.
“Tis gonna to be terrible breezy in there,” Cameron said, as he peered through cracks between the logs.
“Patience, Donald, patience me lad,” Drummond said. He took his short-handled ship’s axe and chopped soft ash into wedge-shaped pieces. “Shove these into the cracks.” The others followed his example. “That’s it. Now, like at home, we chink the cracks with moss an mud . . .”
That night, the pale white beam of the full moon caught an undulating ribbon of smoke as it rose from the chimney of the log shanty and dissolved into the clear black sky. Inside their new home, the Cameron children, exhausted from the day’s adventure, were bundled in blankets and sleeping soundly off to the side of the stone fireplace. Their parents were also weary, but it was the fatigue of productive labour: the heady scent of fresh-cut pine had revived their spirits. They settled down on cushioned, wooden chairs in front of the hearth. Held by the hypnotic dance of the flames, they sat in silence: Donald smoked his favourite bone pipe; Elizabeth threaded a needle and skilfully mended a tear in the sleeve of a blouse.
“Tis cosy,” Elizabeth said, finally breaking the silence.
“Aye, tis that.” Donald took in the serenity of the woman he had married twelve years ago. He was smitten the first time he saw her. She was sixteen, he was twenty. They met at a church social, as did many young people in Perthshire. He courted her for two years before their parents gave their approval and their blessing for the marriage. From the time they were old enough to dig with a potato dibber, Donald and Elizabeth had worked the land and cared for livestock. A crofter’s life was all they’d ever known. When the Clearances began pushing them off the pasture, Donald came to appreciate the strength of character in the girl who had become his wife. That fortitude would serve her well – serve them both well – in making a home in this new land. God had blessed them with two healthy children. That blessing was their joy, their motivation to overcome the tribulations of yet another day.
To satisfy her son’s curiosity, Donald’s mother had given him books on the history of Clan Cameron. He traced the family’s genealogy back to the fifteenth century, discovering that his ancestors had lost their direct line of descent around 1569 when anarchy ensued following the murder of Chief Donald Dubh, the clan’s first Chief. Although the historical record is dubious, there was speculation his own clansmen murdered their Chief. From that time forward, it appears the Camerons had been crofters, living as tenants under several chiefs. The same was true for Elizabeth’s family, the Mor MacLeans.
There were times when Donald was consumed with longing for Perthshire. He knew there would always be an ache, an invisible scar that would never heal. But with the decision made and the journey completed, he was determined to provide a comfortable life for his family. He anticipated a challenge, but from the land, not from the Laird of McNab. He realized the conditions under which they were living were new not only to the settlers, but to McNab as well. Perhaps the Chief was struggling with his own adjustments, his own responsibilities, which were considerable for a man entrusted – and thus burdened – with the settlement of a community. In any case, he would have no time to concern himself with the vagaries of the Laird: his days would be filled with work on the land. Memories of home would always remain, but he would persevere and learn to love this land, this virgin soil. In time, it, too, would become a part of him.
Elizabeth stood up.
“We will have to make do with the quilts for tonight,” she said.
“Aye. Tomorrow the men will help me build beds.” Elizabeth pulled the quilts from the trunk. Donald shovelled ashes over the embers to ensure the fire smouldered throughout the night. “We’ll be snug enough wrapped in the quilts, don’t ye think?” His mischievous grin brought a rosy flush to her cheeks.
“Aye, as long as we sleep in our clothes,” she said with a smile.
Donald stepped forward and put his arms around his wife. She dropped the quilt and returned her husband’s embrace. “Tis a new beginning.”
“Aye, my dear, tis that; a new beginning in a new world. Tis not exactly what we expected, but if we work hard . . .” They held each other a few moments, then spread the quilts over the smoothed timbers. Giving in, finally, to the day’s labour, they slept soundly in each other’s arms.
Kate Alexander picked up a small knife and carefully stripped the fur off three black squirrels. Together with the Indian corn boiling in the iron pot over the hearth, their lean bodies would serve as the evening meal for seven people: Hugh, their five children and herself. Kate was a resourceful woman who had kept her family alive on pottage, potatoes and bannock during the Clearances. Now, in the wilderness of Upper Canada, that resourcefulness was once again being put to the test.
She was not alone. By the first snowfall, all the settlers had erected crude shanties to house their families. But with their provisions exhausted, and none coming from McNab as expected, the next challenge was even more daunting: feeding themselves throughout the long winter.
Kate removed the scent glands from the squirrels’ backs and from under their legs. Their dark red bodies and the single band running along the underside of their tails told her these were old animals. She placed the carcasses in a pail of diluted vinegar. Soaking would help tenderise the meat.
“Tis awfully thick, Donald.” Their faces wrapped in scarves against a ripping north wind, Iain Storie and Donald Cameron were once again swinging their axes: not to fell another pine, but to break through the ice of the Madawaska.
“Aye, tis.” First, one, then the other, struck the spot they’d chosen some forty yards off shore. Splinters of blue ice flew against their eyelids; instant icicles hung from their eyelashes. “We’re almost through.” Partially buried in the snow beside the would-be fishing hole was a sack containing pieces of wild pigeon. Under the sack were two slim pine poles, one end of each whittled into sharpened points. Storie had his axe above his shoulder when a gust of wind spun him around.
“Look, Donald!” Cameron turned and looked down the length of the frozen river. Several men were at the same task: crofters determined to become spear fishermen so they could feed their families.
“Out of the depths have I cried unto Thee, O Lord. Lord, hear my voice. Let Thine ears be attentive . . .” The slippery footing caused him to limp more than usual, but his faith kept Angus McLaren trudging through mounds of drifting snow, all the while praying to his God, speaking aloud the 130th Psalm as he wheezed and manoeuvred around exalted pines whose frozen branches bowed and balanced their precarious, pure white burden. The McLarens had been living on squirrels, a porcupine and ground nuts. Five days ago, Angus set a trap further into the woods. Now, a few yards from it, he stopped. “Honour and praise be given to Thee, O Lord God Almighty, most dear Father . . .” McLaren recited a prayer from the John Knox liturgy. He had reason to be thankful. His home-made trap had snared a large, brown rabbit. Cathrine and the children would not go hungry – at least not tonight.
Mary Carmichael stood at the table in her shanty and pounded the bark and buds her husband, Colin, had stripped from hemlock, maple and basswood trees. Sitting at her feet were four very young children clutching their stomachs and in danger of choking on their hiccupped sobs. Colin had taken his Brown Bess and returned to the woods to shoot a wild pigeon, or a squirrel, or a ground hog – anything edible. “Twon’t be long, children,” Mary said, her usually strong voice a mere whisper. “Play a game. Ye winna be so hungry if ye dinna think ye’s hungry.” She tossed the tree chips, some Indian corn and a few nuts stolen from a squirrel’s nest into a cauldron of boiling water. The mixture would boil into a kind of soup, but it would take time. The cries of her children grew louder. Mary grimaced at the sound, a sharp ache strangling her heart; her own tears began to flow. From the sack beside the table, she picked up a handful of the raw Indian corn, chewed the yellow grain to soften it and handed some to each of her children. “Give it a good chew before ye swallow.”
That first winter, some men hired out to farms and lumber camps in nearby Pakenham and Fitzroy townships. Others received food on credit. Jobs were scarce, but settlers in neighbouring townships, remembering their own struggle to make a home, were willing to help the newcomers as best they could. Occasionally, a man received a bag of flour as payment; it was immediately shared among neighbours, fresh bread being a luxury. When not working outside the township, or attempting to gather food, the men cleared their acreage – a slow, onerous process that tested their mettle.
But the co-operative “bees” and the struggle to survive that first winter accomplished much more than the clearing of soil in which to plant crops: their daily labour bound the settlers into a supportive community – a kinship of families resolute in their determination to make a productive life in this new land. Voiced at times, silent at others, that initial bond would bolster their resolve for years to come.
“We needs a ceilidh!” Duncan McDonald said to Lorn McCaul one bleak, February afternoon while felling pine on McDonald’s lot. They’d been working in silence for nearly three hours, lost in the rhythm of chopping small trees and tossing them into piles. “It jus come to me, a ceilidh would lift our spirits, don’t ye think, Lorn?” McCaul leaned on the handle of his axe.
“Aye, twould for sure! Some spirits would lift our spirits, too!” Through wiry whiskers he flashed a smile at McDonald, who never seemed to mind the ribbing he took about his propensity towards the drink.
And so the following Saturday, the Flat Rapids men gathered at McDonald’s shanty. Duncan, as Fear an Tigh, started the evening with a story about poaching game on the tacksman’s property. He had just slain a young deer when he looked behind him and saw the tacksman and his Laird coming over the crest of a distant hill, halberds in hand. McDonald wove a wild tale about how he escaped with his bounty – a tale that became more improbable with his every sip from a tin cup. That set the tone and others followed with far-fetched yarns about poaching and outsmarting their Laird and his tacksman. When it was Donald Cameron’s turn, he told again the story about gathering kelp in Skye. Only this time the tawny seaweed came alive and slithered around the workers’ ankles, anchoring them in the soft sand where the sun shrivelled their bodies and transformed them into wilted water lilies.
“Ah, Donald, tis a good yarn, lad, but how did you escape?” Lorn McCaul asked, challenging the tale with a mischievous grin. Cameron tugged at his whiskers, shifted on his chair and gazed at the floor’s rough timbers. The others, sitting in a circle, waited in anticipation.
“My hat, Lorn.”
“Your hat! What do ya mean?”
“I scooped up water with my hat and poured it over me till the sun went down. That’s when the kelp go to sleep and tis easy to walk out of the water.” Cameron’s story elicited laughter and applause – and another round of toddies.
“Did I ever tell ye when I was a wee lad about seein the ghost of Coinneach Odhar?” Angus McLaren asked. He drew on his pipe and waited for the others to urge him on with the story, which they did immediately. “Twas in early summer and as the oldest lad twas me job to herd the cattle at night and keep them out of the corn. Now I’d heard the old folk talk of Coinneach and what a great seer he was, but I knew he’d been dead for nigh on a hundred years. Twas a peaceful, clear night with a full moon shining in the high glen when suddenly the cattle becomes restless. I looks round for a fox, but, nay, I see nothin. Then the wind gets up an near blows me off me feet. So I turns me back to the wind and looks up towards the ridge, oh, some seventy yards away, and that’s when I seen him.” McLaren paused; his pipe had gone out and he took his time relighting it.
“Arrgh, Angus, lad, ye is keepin us in suspense,” Iain Storie said. “Git on with it.”
“Well, I thinks me eyes is playin tricks on me. I sees this big man – tall – an he’s wearin a long robe of many colours, like Joseph’s coat in the Bible; cept it has a brown hood an I canna see his face, but there’s long, stringy, white hair flowin out underneath. Then he starts walkin towards me. I starts shiverin an . . . I fear me bowls is gonna to move. The wind is stronger and is blowin agin him, but it don’t seem to bother him none; he just keeps walkin very slow towards me. Then I hears somethin behind me. I turns just as one of the lambs walks by an it seems . . . well, it seems like it’s in a trance. The ghost and the lamb keeps walkin towards one another, but the ghost is walkin faster an soon he be only ten, maybe twelve foot in front of me.” McLaren’s pipe had gone out again. He replenished the bowl with tobacco from his leather pouch. This time the men waited patiently for him to resume. “Twas then I seen his face in the moonlight. Twas craggy and thin, with a pointed nose and deep, black eyes. I dinna know where I found the courage, but I spoke. I asks who is ye and what does ye want? By now the lamb is beside him. It lays down at his feet. He spoke. Twas a rough, hollow voice. He says his name is Coinneach Odhar. He says jus before he entered the world of the spirits, his tacksman hired him to forecast the abundance of the fall harvest. He says a lamb was to be his payment. He looks down at the lamb. He says he’s come for his payment. I did nae know what to say, but I was no longer fearful. The wind had ceased. I remembers the cattle and looks behind me; they is all standin like statues, still as stone. When I looks back, the ghost an the lamb is walkin side by side towards the ridge. The black night air is now very still – like the Almighty is holdin His breath. The only sound is the lamb’s hooves on the hard earth. Like I say, he was a big man – more than six foot, I’d say. Nae could I see what he had on his feet, cause of his long robe, but there was nary a sound from his footsteps. When they gets to the top of the ridge, they walks over the side and disappears.” McLaren’s story was greeted with sustained applause.
“Tis a good yarn,” Hugh Alexander said.
“Tis nae a yarn, Hugh. Tis true. At daybreak, I walks up to the ridge expectin to find the lamb. There be no sign of it.” The men shifted on their chairs. The awkward silence that followed was broken when McDonald blurted out that “a ceilidh wouldn’t be a ceilidh without a feast!” His comment was greeted with hearty laughs from the inebriated crofters. The food would be less than needed for a feast. They would make do with a rabbit, a beaver tail, two pickerel and a few potatoes and turnips prepared by their wives. But before the food was passed around, Donald Cameron asked Malcolm Kenneth MacGregor, the Laird’s piper, to play “All the Blue Bonnets are Over the Border,” which got a few of the men dancing a jig. MacGregor followed that with “Devil Amang the Tailors” and another reel, “Mrs. MacLeod of Raasay.” When their stomachs began to growl, the men passed around the food, only to interrupt the “feast” now and then with more singing and fanciful tales. But Duncan McDonald was right: reviving memories of home revived the men’s spirits. The effects of the ceilidh were apparent in the weeks that followed, as the crofters took to clearing their land with renewed vigour.
Braced against a bitterly cold wind, Walter and Ann Ross were clearing brush about forty yards from their shanty when they heard the shouts of their son, Charles. They turned in unison to see the twelve-year-old waving frantically outside their log home. Behind him, flames shot out the chimney and through the side window. Walter plodded through the heavy snow and when he came within some fifteen yards of the burning structure, nine-year-old Mary came scrambling out.
“Lizzy! Where’s Lizzy?” Ross shouted, as Mary, sobbing, ran past him and into the embrace of her mother, who was only a few steps behind her husband. Walter looked back towards the shanty just as Charles was going back inside. “Nay, Charles! Nay, lad!” But his son had already disappeared. As Ross pressed through the shanty door, the thick smoke billowed and swirled, blinding and choking the crofter. Having destroyed the wall around the fireplace, the flames darted across the back and side walls. Walter held his handkerchief over his mouth and peered through the blur. His eyes stung and welled with tears. “Charles! Lizzy! Where is ye?” Even though the shanty was only one room – Ann having removed the canvas that partitioned their sleeping quarters – he could see neither his son nor his six-year-old daughter. A sharp crack overhead told him the fire had spread to the cedar laths of the roof. “Charles! Lizzy! Canna ye hear me, children? Where is ye?” A piece of the roof fell directly in front of him. He could hear Ann calling his name. Perhaps, somehow, his son and daughter had escaped. He made his way back out, but only Ann and Mary were there, clinging to one another. Moments later, close neighbours began arriving. They found the partially burned bodies of the children lying together just outside the razed back wall. While the men shovelled snow onto the smouldering structure, the women consoled the traumatized family.
Robert Miller offered his shanty for the wake, his lot being adjacent to the Rosses’. Helen Miller covered mirrors and pictures with white linen, a long-standing custom among Highlanders. The children’s bodies were wrapped in cotton and laid in pine boxes sawn and hammered by John Drummond, who also constructed the biers. In the absence of clergy, the elderly Francis MacAulay, a devout member of the Auld Kirk, read from his Bible.
“I will read from Matthew, chapter eighteen.” The grieving immigrants crowded around him. “And Jesus called a little child unto Him, and set him in the midst of them, and said, Verily I say unto you, Except ye be converted, and become as little children, ye shall not enter into the kingdom of heaven. Whosoever therefore shall humble himself as these little children, the same is greatest in the kingdom of heaven.”
Ann and Mary sat beside the bodies and wept continually during the overnight vigil. Walter kept his head bowed and his pain private. Neighbours took turns visiting the cramped shanty. They prayed for the repose of the children’s souls and placed their hands on the charred hands of the dead children, believing the touch protected them against disturbing memories of the deaths. A few older women took to keening beside the coffins. The settlers called upon their staunch, Presbyterian faith; a faith that had sustained their spirit during years of hardship in Perthshire; a faith tested time and again during the Clearances; a faith from which they now drew strength and consolation: the belief that God had called the children to Him, that He had more need of them.
At daybreak, the settlers closed the vigil in unison with the prayer they had memorized as children: “Glory be to the Father, and to the Son, and to the Holy Ghost; As it was in the beginning, is now, and ever shall be, world without end. Amen.” Walter remarked that the children would be alone; they would not be buried alongside their kin, a time-honoured Highland tradition. His fellow crofters assured him the Lord would understand: there was an ocean between them.
A black flag tied to the bass drone of his pipes, Malcolm MacGregor led the procession to the burial site. McNab would have attended, but he was in York. Men took turns carrying the biers to a far corner of the Rosses’ property. The day before they had hacked and dug two deep holes in the partially frozen ground. The grieving family and their male neighbours followed the pallbearers. The women remained behind, except for the elderly Mary MacAulay, a bean-tuirim in Perthshire, who cried the coronach. When the pallbearers began lowering the boxes into the ground, Walter stepped forward and placed a few rounded pebbles on top of each coffin. The men marked the children’s graves with small stone cairns. Then, without further ceremony, they made the mournful journey back to the Rosses’ shanty, each grateful it wasn’t their children they had buried.
Departing neighbours embraced the family and once more expressed their condolences. A few of the women remained behind. Just after dusk, a stooped, solitary figure could be seen plodding through the heavy snow towards the graves. Walter stood before the cairns, hat in hand. His thoughts turned from his children to his childhood. He couldn’t recall his precise age – perhaps five or six – but he could easily recall being in the Presbyterian graveyard near his home, his mother weeping bitterly as pallbearers steadied ropes under a small wooden box; neighbours gathered in a circle, heads bowed, attentive to the minister reading from his psalter; the men holding the ropes taut, gradually lowering the tiny coffin; his father standing beside his mother, hands gripping his bonnet in front of his waist; Walter, standing beside his father, looked up into a countenance of stone, the image forever branded on his heart. And he shed no tears for his baby brother. Now, he stared at the cairns that marked the graves of his children; the tightness in his chest would not release; his tears would not come. If he had had a mirror, he would have seen the face of his father.
***
I am extremely pleased with my cottage on modest but fertile acreage adjoining Chief McNab’s. As is the custom at home, aye, the custom for untold centuries, by virtue of the Office of Piper, my land is rent free. From ancient times, we Pipers have held a high and honoured position in the clan. As a lad, I heard many stories about the brave Pipers who led our clansmen into battle, the roar of the Great Pipes sending cold shivers through the heart of an enemy. Now ye might think it far-fetched . . . but I tell ye, tis true . . . the English thought the Great Pipes so vital to victory, they declared them an instrument of war! Many a Piper fronting a charge with his clansmen has been felled by the musket and sword. And should he have the misfortune to be captured . . . At the Rising of the ’45, captured Pipers who led the charge for Bonnie Prince Charlie were tried by the courts of the Loyalist government. If found guilty, they were hanged in the public square! A Piper’s only duty: play well and be loyal to his Chief. Tis all that is asked of him.
I have a fine view of the Ottawa and my pipes resonate with a resounding magnificence over the swirling blue waters. Chief McNab is most gregarious; we have kept fine company these many years. Tis a noble privilege and great honour to fulfil my responsibilities as Piper to the Laird. I play for my Chief each morning while he dons his attire, and always when he sups in the evening.
Another duty that gives me great pleasure is to summon his clansmen when the McNab wishes to address them. Aye, tis true, not all settlers are of Clan McNab, but since all are in the Laird’s charge, he says tis his duty to shelter them under the McNab crest. Tis a feudal tradition of shared responsibility that goes back . . . tis impossible to say, but some learned men trace it back to 1058 when Malcolm Ceanmore became King after killing MacBeth. Medieval, aye, but an honourable means of mutual support that has become a proud, Highland tradition: the Chief is protector of his clansmen; they, in turn, show unconditional obedience and allegiance to their Chief. Tis how the clans survived in times of lawlessness.
I remember the first time the McNab ordered a gathering of the clan. At home, as a distinguished member of the Chief’s entourage, I had my own gille who carried my pipes whenever the Laird had business away. Alas, the settling of this new land does not afford that privilege.
Our horses carried us from Kinnell along a beaten path to the outskirts of the settlement. I dismounted and shouldered my pipes for a rousing rendition of the “ground” from “The McNab Gathering” – a magnificent piobaireachd composed by my grandfather, Rory Iain MacGregor. What a prodigious Piper he was! Ah, but he had the most magnificent teacher: the celebrated Patrick Mor MacCrimmon himself! Grandfather never tired of telling what an honour it was to study at the MacCrimmon College of Piping in Boreraig on the Isle of Skye. Piobaireachd – Gaelic for “the great music” of the pipes – rousing music invented by the MacCrimmons, legendary Pipers to Clan MacLeod. We owe much to the MacCrimmons. They have bequeathed to Scotland – and now to the Province of Upper Canada – a legacy of the music of the Great Highland Bagpipe.
“The McNab Gathering” reverberated through the woods, echoing off the rocky terrain, commanding his settlers to obey the summons of their Chief and convene at the lodge. When the men presented themselves in Kinnell’s spacious living room, the Laird addressed them. That is, he addressed one of them.
“Mr. Drummond, would ye step forward, please,” the McNab commanded John Drummond. Although we are boon companions, my Chief does not always confide his intentions, and so I was not privy to his reason for calling this assembly. From the sombre tone of his voice, twas evident he was displeased. A hush pervaded the room, interrupted only by the shuffling of boots as Mr. Drummond shouldered his way towards the front. The McNab, as is his usual custom, was attired in dress appropriate for a Highland Chief. While Mr. Drummond made his way through the settlers, the Laird fidgeted with his richly embossed dirk.
“Mr. Drummond, it has been brought to my attention ye have sold timber off your land. What do ye say for yourself?” John Drummond is a big man. Congenial by nature, he is known to have a temper when aroused. I wonder if he be a descendant of his namesake, the Deputy Forester of the Royal Forest of Glen Artney who hung a band of MacGregors in 1589 when he caught them poaching deer in the royal game preserve. The poachers’ accomplices took revenge by cutting off Drummond’s head and parading it before his sister, Lady Margaret Stewart of Ardvorlich. Ah, but the McNab tells me it may not have been MacGregors who did the dirty deed. He says one of his ancestors, an Alexander McNab, swore a deposition twas nae MacGregors. The incident brought the wrath of the government upon the heads of we MacGregors: the Privy Council issuing a commission to hunt down certain members of our clan. But then we know the feud was settled. At the Rising of the ’45, MacGregors and Drummonds fought side by side at the Battle of Prestonpans under the command of Bonnie Prince Charlie.
Standing in my place next to the Laird, I could see John Drummond’s cheeks swell and take on a ruby hue. He stared at his Chief, who returned his steady gaze. “Well, Drummond, what say ye?”
“What of it?”
“What of it?” There was a noticeable twitch to the McNab’s thick, black eyebrows. I, too, was surprised and shocked by Drummond’s retort.
“At the pleasure of the government, I hold timber rights to the township. Ye have–”
“Nay. I has seen no paper givin ye rights to our timber!” Drummond motioned to the men fidgeting behind him. “Donald says all we owe ye is a bushel uh grain for the acres we plants crops on – and the quit-rent disna begin till the fourth year. Donald says our tickets says nothin bout timber rights.” I peered through the gathering in an attempt to locate Mr. Cameron, but he did not appear to be present. I thought that unusual. Tis a serious offence not to heed the summons of your Chief. I could sense the McNab’s annoyance at Drummond’s challenge, but he held his composure and replied with decisive resolve.
“Mr. Drummond, Mr. Cameron is not Chief of Clan McNab! Have ye forgotten ye owe allegiance to your Chief? Has the fresh air of this new land infused your brain with too much oxygen? I am sorrily disappointed in this questioning of my authority.” The Laird took two steps sideways and his face puffed out . . . twas like that of a blowfish. “It should nae be necessary to remind you men of who I am. At home you . . . many of you were loyal tenants. But if I need remind ye: I am McNab of McNab, 13th Chief of a proud clan with an illustrious history. Aye, the McNabs are rooted in the eighth century! Tis true, we are in a new land, but I am still your Chief. All of ye are in my charge. As your liege lord, your obedience is duty bound. We are descendants of a proud clan tradition; a proud, noble tradition that has honoured us these hundreds of years. Tis our duty to instil that tradition in this plebeian colony.” Here the McNab paused, seemingly to compose his temper. The men stood very still. I believe we were all holding our breath. “I am most generous – to a fault some would say – but most generous to those who are loyal. The Government of the Province of Upper Canada has seen fit to entrust me with this township. I have been delegated by our esteemed Lieutenant-Governor to settle this land. Tis truly a great honour Sir Peregrine has bestowed upon me. I must have discipline if . . . tis imperative I have the obedience of my clansmen if I am to succeed – and I will succeed!”
The Chief returned his attention to John Drummond, who was standing – had stood throughout the reprimand – with arms akimbo. “Mr. Drummond, I will send a man to survey your property and determine the quantity of timber ye have cut and sold illegally. I will then have my solicitor prepare and present ye with a bill, which ye will pay if ye wish to remain on the land I have generously granted you. That is all. Good day, my men.”
Drummond appeared to be contemplating a reply, but the Chief turned smartly on his heels, marched around the men and out the door. I, of course, followed. I could hear mumbled conversations behind me, but only the gruff voice of John Drummond was clear. “Aye, we shall see,” he said.
***
Throughout the long winter, the whack and thud of the axe resonated across the community as the settlers cleared their land for spring planting. Felled trees crackled in crude, stone fireplaces emitting waves of cosy warmth that eased aching muscles. When the sun melted the lingering patches of grey snow, finally banishing winter’s biting spirit, Donald Cameron stood outside the door of his shanty and contemplated his winter’s toil: three cleared acres pock-marked with tree stumps. His thoughts were lost on this scene one spring morning when he heard Iain Storie calling his name. Cameron looked across the field to see his neighbour lumbering towards him in knee-high rubber boots. Storie had been his closest neighbour in Perthshire and now, by chance, his closest neighbour in Upper Canada. With their lots adjacent to one another, both men, their wives, and their children, were grateful for small mercies.
“Iain, how goes it, lad?”
“Has ye heard the news?”
“I don’t know. What news?”
“Colin says McNab forbids us to leave the township any more less we has his permission.”
“Eh! What’s that?”
“As our liege lord . . . them was Colin’s words. He says Chief McNab told him he’s our liege lord and his settlers is nae to leave the township without his permission. And he told Colin he couldn’t leave! What do ya think uh that?” Cameron shook his head.
“Why won’t he let him leave?”
“I dinna know; Colin says he dinna know. McNab wouldn’t say.”
“How does he expect us to feed our families? We won’t have a harvest till fall. The land . . . the soil is poor, it may not yield enough to feed us; and what are we to sell at market?”
“Aye, tis true. But he be our Chief! We signed his bond, we must obey. Without him we’d still be scratchin a livin at home. By now we might be scallags!”
“Perhaps, but the land is not what we were promised. What is Colin doing?”
“Well, ye know Colin. The lad’s beside himself with worry. He says he’s been offered work in Fitzroy. He says he’s goin. I told him, nae Colin; I told him McNab be our Chief; tis his township an we must obey. But he says if he canna grow nough crop . . . he’s gonna go. He says he has to feed his family.”
“It may be McNab’s township, but that doesn’t give him the right to deny us a living. If I need to work outside the township – I will.”
“Ah, Donald, laddie, ye already angered the Laird askin about the quit-rent. But tis your skin; I wouldn’t want to be in it if he finds out.”
“Perhaps he wouldn’t find out.”
“Donald, me lad, is ye daft? Course he’d find out! His spies is everywhere! They’s loyal to McNab! Course he’d find out!”
As Cameron watched his friend tramp off over the field, an ancient quarrel came to mind: the gladiatorial Battle of the North Inch of Perth in 1396. If the historical account was correct – and that was always in doubt – the Camerons and Macintoshes staged a contest to settle their differences. Twelve men were chosen from each clan to fight with sword and targe before King Robert the 3rd, who acted as judge. The account he read was not clear, but the dispute was likely over land, as were most battles throughout the Highlands. If peace had followed, it might have justified the men’s sacrifice. But the men who lost their lives that day lost them in vain. The feud did not end with the day’s bloodletting: it continued for another 350 years!
A sudden fatigue sent shivers through Cameron’s body. He stroked his beard and wondered if emigrating had been wise after all. But the strong-willed crofter quickly dismissed the thought. He inhaled the spicy, spring air and pulled from deep within a determined resolve: there was no going back to Perthshire; he would make a life here for his family – even if it meant defying the Laird of McNab.
The torrid heat of summer behind them, those settlers who had cleared sufficient acreage to plant spring crops were now beginning their fall harvest. Those whose soil was too sandy for a bountiful yield continued to work in adjacent townships – if McNab would give them permission. But many settlers found themselves scratching their heads. For no reason – at least none that was forthcoming – the Chief said “aye” to some and “nay” to others. Despite Colin Carmichael’s earlier declaration that he was going to leave, repeated warnings from his neighbours kept the irascible crofter at home clearing his land. But with the approach of fall and the family’s meagre provisions nearly depleted, his obstinate nature and Mary’s worrisome look overcame his misgivings and he went to work for Patrick O’Connor in Fitzroy.
“Tis a marvellous sight, Patrick,” Carmichael said. They were standing at the perimeter of the field admiring the farmer’s straight rows of wheat and barley.
“Yes, she’s good land,” O’Connor said. He hitched leathery thumbs into denim coveralls, rocked back on the heels of his leather boots and beamed with justifiable pride. “She’s hard work! But the land rewards your labour.” The men seemed transfixed as they gazed over the cultivated acres. “Well the crop won’t come in by herself. Best we get at er.” They picked up scythes and were beginning to move into the field when the thud of horses’ hooves drew their attention. They turned just as two men on a buckboard came rolling through the farmer’s open gate.
“Friends of yours, Colin?”
“Nay, I dinna recognize them.” The driver reined in his charges and pulled up beside the men.
“Is one of you Mr. Carmichael?” Authoritative in tone and with the trace of a British accent, the question came from the man seated beside the driver.
“Aye, tis I.” The man stepped down from the buckboard and handed the crofter a grey document bound by a black ribbon. “What’s this?”
“It’s a capias, Mr. Carmichael, issued by the Attorney-General on a complaint by Chief McNab of McNab Township. You, sir, are under arrest. You will–”
“What? What do ya mean? I has broken no law! And who is ye?” The man pulled back the lapel of his jacket to reveal a badge pinned to his vest.
“I am Sheriff Jack Lyle. You owe, sir, as you will see stated in the writ, a debt to Chief McNab of 120 pounds. As proscribed by the Imprisonment for Debt Act under the Statutes of the Province of Upper Canada, by the authority invested in me I am placing you under arrest and I ask that you come peacefully and do not–”
“This . . . this is not right! Tis my passage money! Tis not due till the seventh year!” He thrust the capias back into the sheriff’s hand. Sensing that the crofter couldn’t read, the lawman untied the ribbon and browsed the document.
“I regret, sir, but the writ has been properly issued. Chief McNab’s affidavit says you left his township without permission, and he has reason to believe you will leave the province and not return; I have no choice–”
“What reason? I’ve built me home in the township; I left only to provide for me wife an children; they is there this very minute; does McNab think I’ll abandon them?”
Lyle shifted his strapping frame and pushed back the brim of his hat. “Mr. Carmichael, you will have an opportunity to argue your case before the magistrate in Perth. Now, sir, I implore you to come peacefully.” The driver of the wagon, a man of similar proportions to the sheriff, had been sitting quietly through this exchange. Now he wrapped the reins of his team around the brake handle and jumped down to stand beside Lyle. The sheriff introduced him as Deputy Maule. Carmichael cast a pleading glance towards O’Connor.
“Perhaps tis best . . .” the embarrassed Irishman began, then paused. “Perhaps, Colin, you should go along and take the matter up in the court.” The proud Scot bowed his head, but only for a moment. He pulled his shoulders back, elbowed his way between the officers and climbed into the wagon. The sheriff and his deputy hurriedly took their seats, bid O’Connor “good day,” and galloped off, leaving the puzzled farmer blinking through a thin cloud of dust.
***
At times I feel tis a blessing, other times a curse, but I find myself with considerable leisure time. Tis by necessity, I know, but tis perplexing that the McNab conducts his affairs in this new land with much less formality than at home, my daily services limited to a repetitive routine.
A most dignified and disciplined gentleman, the Laird does his best to maintain order and respectability among his clansmen. Tis a principled tradition handed down through the centuries; a tradition that has made Clan McNab the distinguished family with which I am honoured to be associated, as were my father, grandfather and great-grandfather before me. Did ye know? Our families are blood relatives! The McNabs, too, are proud descendants of a son of King MacAlpin – Abraruadh, the eighth-century lay Abbot of Glendochart in Perthshire. Tis the meaning of “McNab” in the Gaelic – mhic an Aba – son of the Abbot.
“Time is of the essence,” my grandfather used to say. Not a man to waste precious time, every day he practised a piobaireachd until his performance was up to his high standards. I was eight when he began my tutorial on the practice chanter. He lectured me on the necessity of dedication to the craft. I have never forgotten those homilies on discipline; I, too, practise every day. It fills my leisure time and . . . dare I tell ye! I am being so bold as to try my hand at writing a piobaireachd!
Ah, but one practises alone, and in time the comfort of solitude wears thin. I am too gregarious by nature to lock myself away from the community. My disposition compels me to mingle among the settlers whenever opportunity presents itself. Our roads – if paths hacked through the bush can be called roads – are much in need of work. The McNab says he will assign statute-labour to build and repair the roads come spring. But now the township is once again cloaked in winter. Last winter was a bitter experience. Thus far this winter we have been fortunate; the weather has been mild. Travel is somewhat easier on the hard-packed snow. Lipsey, a squatter the Laird has engaged as an all-rounder – a strange but accommodating creature – is quite willing to saddle and bridle my Nellie so I may journey into the community. I try to time my arrival for mid-afternoon, when the men rest their weary muscles from clearing the timber and partake of tea and scones. Chief McNab has no objection to these visits: au contraire, he encourages me to mingle among the men and report back on how the settlers are getting on.
The other day I was visiting Walter Ross. Tis testimony to the innate fortitude of we Scots that Walter and Ann and their remaining child, Mary, have persevered to overcome the appalling tragedy that befell them. I know they have taken solace in their God. Walter told me they pray every day for the souls of their beloved children. It appears Ann is in a family way. Of course, I was discreet and said nothing, but tis a great blessing, a great blessing indeed.
Walter spoke of Colin Carmichael’s long incarceration. Walter is loyal to his Chief; I dinna believe he would say anything to tarnish his good name among the settlers. But, in confidence, he told me he felt the McNab was being unfair. Of course I defended my Chief’s actions. I explained that, by awarding him the township, the Lieutenant-Governor has placed considerable trust and responsibility in the McNab’s hands. The Laird told me he would honour the clan by living up to that trust and responsibility. Aye, tis ingrained in the Scot to be good to our word, despite the sorry manner in which some Lowlanders have acted at home.
When I explained to Walter the necessity of maintaining discipline in the township, and that Mr. Carmichael should have asked permission to leave, he said the crofter did ask permission and the Laird denied it. Tis, of course, nonsense, and I told him so. But Walter insisted the McNab said “nay” to Mr. Carmichael’s request for leave. Twas nothing to be gained by arguing, but I told Walter that if we are to be a civilized province, the law must be upheld. Tis not as if we are being governed by irresponsible men. Au contraire! Sir Peregrine has favoured our Executive Council with men of the highest quality, the highest principles. Ye will remember the McNab and I had the honour and privilege to entertain many of them in York. And the Chief meets with them on those occasions when he journeys to our provincial capital. Aye, he is intent upon . . . I know on his last visit . . . he said twas nae necessary for me to accompany him, but he told me he was honoured to dine with Sir Peregrine and Mr. Robinson, our much- admired Attorney-General.
Lately, I have heard the government referred to as the “Family Compact.” I believe tis most fitting; we are fortunate to be all of one family and still be members of the British Empire; unlike those rogues to the south who turned on the Mother Country, and continue their efforts to convince us to do the same. Walter said he had no love for the English, but he did not wish to join the new union of the rebellious colonies. He said, all things being equal, he would like to return to his home in Perthshire. Alas, he knows that to be most unlikely.
On one point we were in agreement: there is embarrassment and shame among the settlers that one of our own – this fellow Mackenzie, a Highlander no less! – has been stirring up trouble with his newspaper, The Colonial Advocate, I believe tis called. Even though he is some distance away, word has reached us of his campaign for “responsible government” – some foolish notion that the Assembly . . . ah, tis hard to fathom – that the learned men of the Executive Council should heed the advice of the majority in the Assembly. Those elected by commoners know better what is good for the province than those appointed to the Legislative Council by Sir Peregrine! Tis a silliness that will pass. Mackenzie is seldom spoken of in the community, but when he is, tis in hushed tones. The McNab told me Mr. Robinson dismisses him as nothing more than a conceited, red-haired, loose cannon. I am somewhat put out at the reference to his hair, my own being a ruby red – and I am nae a loose cannon!
Before taking my leave, Walter told me that Mr. Carmichael’s neighbours at Flat Rapids saved and scrounged to pay his bail. The poor man was entering his seventh month of confinement. Walter said six of his neighbours journeyed to Perth and put up fifty pounds each. I must say I was impressed. Tis, of course, typical of the generosity and loyalty among Highlanders. Nevertheless, tis a considerable sum for crofters with little means; and a journey of some sixty miles would be a hardship, taking them away from clearing their land.
On my return to Kinnell, I reported on my visit to the McNab, as he had asked me to. He said he was most interested in the men who put up Mr. Carmichael’s bail.
***
“To your health, gentlemen!” Colin Carmichael stood in front of his fireplace and gestured with his cup towards the six men who had put up his bail. On their return to Flat Rapids from Perth, Carmichael invited them in for refreshments. Each acknowledged the toast and sipped from his toddy. “I am grateful for–”
“Ah, tis what we had to do,” Lorn McCaul said. “We must stick together.”
“The Laird is a tyrant!” Duncan McDonald shouted, jerking his cup sideways and spilling some of his whisky on the planked floor. “We must fight him an we must–”
“Ah, Duncan, think of what you’re saying, lad,” Robert Miller said. The others were standing; he was sitting, nursing a bruised leg from a fall. “Fight him? He is our Chief, we are in his debt. If he had not paid our passage we would still be scratching–”
“Ah, Robert, spare me,” McDonald said. “I’s mighty tired uh hearin how we owe him our passage an we must be grateful an how we’d be scallags an–”
“Do ya think it otherwise, Duncan?” Hugh Alexander asked. “I knew when Angus got the notice . . . I knew we could be next. We is in no position–”
“We is nae his serfs, Hugh,” Angus McLaren said. “Aye, it may be his township, but we’s nae livin in the Middle Ages. The land is not what we was promised. I works me land every day an so far I’s cleared only . . . at best five acres. And that’s with all ye helping.”
“So! What would ye have us do?” McDonald asked. The men’s weathered faces registered puzzlement and frustration. Then Donald Cameron, who had been taking in his neighbours’ arguments, broke the silence.
“I have an idea,” Cameron said. He paused and tugged on his trimmed beard. “We could take up a petition and present it to the Lieutenant-Governor.”
“A petition!” McDonald said. “McNab is Maitland’s good friend! The Chief be a member of the Family Compact! A member in good standing! What good’s a petition?”
“Aye, Duncan, tis true,” Cameron said. “McNab and Maitland are good friends. But does the Lieutenant-Governor know how his good friend is conducting the township’s affairs? If nothing else, a petition would put our grievances before the government.”
“I agrees with Donald,” Lorn McCaul said. “We’s not livin in a lawless frontier . . . like them out west in America – at the mercy of the fastest gun. Tis true, the government treated us bad at home, but we is still British subjects, we still has rights.”
“Rights!” Colin Carmichael said. “What rights? He throws me in gaol for six months for the crime uh providin for me family! We’ll see what happens at trial, but if a man can be throwed in gaol for six months . . . jus for workin to feed his family . . .”
“I like Donald’s idea,” Angus McLaren said. “Cept on me bond and on me ticket, I have nae seen a scrap uh paper givin McNab the right to the quit-rent. Where be the government document? We is at least owed an explan–”
“The quit-rent twould be nothin if the land was fertile,” McDonald said. He held out his cup for his host to replenish. “Tis simple. We was lied to . . . out-an-out lied to!”
“I still say he is our lawful Chief and we owe him our loyalty,” Miller said. Favouring his injured leg, he pushed himself to his feet and limped closer to the fireplace. “He is strong-willed; I fear a petition will only raise his ire and bring more wrath upon our heads. I’m glad you’re out of gaol Colin, but when McNab denied ye permission ye should uh–”
“Shoulda let Mary and the young uns go hungry!” Carmichael said. “We may go hungry yet before the winter’s over. I has barely three week’s supply; what is we to do?
“Dinna trouble yourself with that,” McCaul said. “If need be, we will share.” The others muttered assurances, though they had little to share. “Where is Mary and the young uns?”
“They is at Walter’s. I is grateful . . . Grateful to all of ye for carin for me family,” Carmichael said, his voice breaking. “I is most grateful–”
“A petition could list our grievances, the quit-rent is only one,” McLaren said. “Why does the Laird have timber rights on our property?”
“Ye know he sent John a bill for the timber he cut on his lot,” Alexander said. “John says he’s not payin it. I dinna know what he’s gonna do, but I fear the worst.”
“The worst?” Miller said.
“Aye. Ye know John; he be a hot-tempered lad,” Alexander said.
“We can petition the government for fair treatment,” McCaul said. “I say we take up a petition!”
“Tis a good idea,” Cameron said, as if he hadn’t originated the idea. “I will write it up. I’m sure most of the men will sign it.” Everyone offered to gather signatures, except Robert Miller.
The sun rising red dissolved the vaporous crystals that hung in the frosty air as Harry Pinsell, Albert Hayes and John Drummond took their positions around the base of the white pine. The stolid, scaly grey behemoth stood mute, tentacles anchored deep in the frozen earth. Each man hoisted his axe and swung with his whole body. As the blades bit into the yielding trunk, muffled thuds and expelled grunts resonated briefly before dying in the thick silence of the forest.
“Whoa, boys!” Pinsell called out when he felt the tree shiver. “If she’s to fall in the clearing, John” – the lumberjack nodded towards a long, narrow space mottled with rotting stumps – “we need lean er that way.” Pinsell shoved wedged chips into Drummond’s cut. “That’ll keep er from fallin back on us.” Because this was dangerous work, the veteran lumberman explained each step to the new man, who had hired on at the lumber camp the night before. Pinsell chopped further into his own cut. The lofty pine began to lean, Hayes steered it towards the opening by stuffing wedges into his cut. Pinsell struck two more blows: a shattering crack ripped through the forest. “Back, boys, back! Timber!” The trunk splintered and the proud old Goliath crashed into the clearing, its butt lashing upwards in one last kick before bouncing and settling on the forest floor. “Good job, boys.” Pinsell wiped the sleeve of his shirt across his forehead.
They moved on to the next tree and by the time the sun was overhead, five pines lay along the clearing.
“Time for a break, boys,” Pinsell said. They sat on stumps and took salt-pork sandwiches and jars of black tea from cotton sacks. They ate in silence. Intensely private men, lumberjacks were inclined to guard their secrets and reveal little about their lives away from the woods. But the imposed isolation of months separated from families often lowered that guard. And so there was a binding camaraderie in the Cambuse shanty, partly because of loneliness and partly because of necessity. Men worked in teams, each aware his safety was dependent upon the other. Albert Hayes was a quiet man who seldom spoke. Harry Pinsell was very much his opposite: outgoing and curious about others; an old hand who liked to joke that when he cut himself he bled sawdust.
The arrival of McNab’s bill triggered the latent fury seething in John Drummond. He swore he would not pay. Isabel knew her husband; she didn’t even attempt to persuade him. While many of his fellow settlers supported his decision, they warned him that the Laird would soon have him arrested. Drummond felt he had no choice but to leave his wife and children in the care of neighbours and hide in the woods. It was a hard decision, one he brooded over, but his Scots intransigence won the day. Late the previous afternoon, he had packed his saddle bags and ridden his mare to the lumber camp in adjacent Fitzroy Township.
“What brings you to the woods, John?” Pinsell asked. There had been little time to become acquainted with the crofter turned lumberjack. Now, unscrewing the lid on his jar of tea, Hayes cocked an ear towards Drummond, who seemed to ponder his answer.
“The Laird, I suppose.”
“The Laird!” Pinsell said. “How’s that?” Drummond explained his confrontation with McNab and his refusal to pay the bill. Pinsell said he had worked only in Fitzroy and for Philemon Wright in Hull, but he’d heard McNab was claiming timber rights for his entire township. “Who’d you sell to?”
“Ye probably knows him – Jack Brill.”
“Aye, I knows Jack; a good man, Jack is.”
“Well, Jack needed timber an I needed . . . the land’s so poor I canna grow nough crops to feed the wife and young uns. I needed provisions, so I sold to Jack.”
“What’s the bill?” Pinsell asked.
“Eh?”
“How much does you owe?”
“Thirty-nine pounds.”
“What is you gonna to do?”
Drummond looked at the ground and shook his head. “I dinna rightly know. I got wind he’s gonna have me arrested, so I left. His toadies won’t find me here.” The men sipped their tea.
“You could take him to Perth,” Hayes said. Startled by this rare interjection, his companions looked over at the lumberjack who was scratching his thick, black beard. “To the court.”
“I has no means to go to court. Even if I did, the judges sides with him. He had a man throwed in gaol jus for leavin the township without his say so. He asked, but McNab said nay. The poor beggar was there six months. He’d still be there cept his neighbours put up bail.” The men finished their tea in silence.
“Has he been tried?” Pinsell asked.
“Eh! Who?”
“The poor beggar who was gaoled.”
“Nay, the trial’s in the spring.” Drummond stood and stretched. “I can provide better for me family workin here.”
“How’ll you get your wages to the missus?” Pinsell asked.
“I dinna know. My neighbours is good people. They’ll see that–” Drummond’s attention was drawn to the thump of heavy hooves and the rattle of chains dragging on the ground.
“Ah, it’s Frenchie!” Pinsell said, as the skidder led a yoke of oxen around a bend in the clearing. “Salut, Jacques!”
“Salut.”
“We has five trees for ya,” Pinsell said. “All trimmed cept this one. C’mon, boys, let’s finish this one so Frenchie can haul er away.” The men set to work with their axes, slicing off branches and tossing them aside. It took them only a few minutes to clean the tree. “She’s ready, Jacques.”
Te skidder, who spoke almost no English, nodded and pulled the oxen in front of the tree. The fellers watched the skidder secure the chains around the end of the log.
“Gee!” the skidder commanded and the oxen lumbered forward, dragging their burden on to the skid road.
“Next log’s jus round the bend,” Pinsell shouted. The skidder raised an arm in acknowledgment as he guided his team along the rough trail.
***
Tis spring once again, my favourite time of year in our township. I love to stroll on the grounds of Kinnell and bathe in the breezy, moist air rising off the Ottawa. Ah, but if I am to be honest with ye, the years roll by and still I long for the heather and juniper, the coarse moor grass and sweet turf of the Highlands. Tis home, and until we return my heart will forever bear this ache.
But then . . . these past few weeks . . . aye, I must admit, one canna help but be charmed by the flowers, the birds . . . After a morning practising my new piobaireachd, if the weather be fair, I take my daily constitutional, careful not to step on the Spring Beauties with their delicate pink stripes and tapering green leaves. Trilliums! Ah, there are spectacular reds and whites! And we have alluring arrays of Blue Violets; some settlers use their blossoms in jellies and syrups. If lucky, one may spot a Scarlet Tanager or a Pileated Woodpecker – perhaps even a Red-shouldered Hawk! These of God’s wild creatures make their home among our magnificent trees: coniferous Hemlocks with their tiny cones, Basswood, Birch, splendid Maples and towering White Pines, the favourite of the lumberman – and my own favourite! The Pine, the Scots Fir, is the Plant Badge of we MacGregors. Tis abundant. Always a fresh sprig adorns my bonnet.
I have not had the privilege of seeing it with my own eyes, but I know the squaws of a nearby tribe have shown the settlers’ wives how to draw and boil the sap of the Maple to make sugar. Nay, I have not seen it, but I can attest to its sweetness. Tis most apparent in the delicious cakes and pies of which I am easily persuaded to partake on my visits. Tis gratifying to know we have not lost the touch of Scottish hospitality in this new land. Ah, but our roads. Abominable! The Laird keeps promising to see to their improvement. He says the statute-labour will be apportioned thus, but thus far I have seen scant evidence of this undertaking.
The McNab is forever espousing the great pride he feels for his township. He delights in introducing himself as “McNab of McNab.” And I know he suffers much grief when duty calls him to court with one of his beloved settlers. This fellow Carmichael, he disobeyed his Chief. A Chief is like a parent, he canna tolerate disobedience. The man owed a debt of 120 pounds, a substantial sum. The Laird feared he would abscond without paying. Quite understandable. Others have. He told me tis why he denied the crofter leave.
It took us the better part of a day to travel to Perth, our poor horses near stumbling over rotting tree stumps. Fortunately, we have had little rain this spring, the footing was dry, and for that we were most grateful. While the Laird was an honoured guest at the residence of Mr. Justice Daniel McMartin, Esquire, I managed to find reasonable accommodation above a tavern on Gore Street. The next morning we met at the courthouse. I tell ye, I must take command of my sweet tooth: the staircase is steep and winding; I was panting when we reached the courtroom on the second floor. Ah, but the journey was for naught. The matter should have been settled between the parties. The proceedings were brief, indeed. Mr. Carmichael’s neighbours had engaged Mr. James Boulton, a greenhorn. The Laird’s legal Counsel was the portly Wilfred McRae. And the presiding Magistrate was the Laird’s good friend, his host the previous evening, the sombre Mr. McMartin.
“Your Honour, Chief McNab regrets the unfortunate circumstances that bring him before the court,” Mr. McRae said in his opening argument. He is a tall man with a hefty frame and an arrogant manner. He strutted before the bench with his long waistcoat pushed back and his thumbs tucked into his vest. “The defendant signed Chief McNab’s bond in Perthshire and so . . . If it please the court, I have given the document to the clerk as exhibit A.” His Honour nodded approval and motioned to the clerk to hand him the paper. “You will see the defendant’s signature . . . his mark on the bond, signed in the presence of Dr. Hamilton Buchanan at Leney House in Perthshire. If necessary, I will verify the–”
“Your Honour, Mr. Carmichael acknowledges that he signed the bond,” Mr. Boulton said. And then Mr. McRae continued.
“Your Honour will see that the defendant owes Chief McNab a debt of 120 pounds. That was the cost of Mr. Carmichael’s passage . . . and that of his family. It was paid by – generously, I might add – it was paid by Chief McNab. I believe the bond–”
“The passage money was paid by Dr. Buchanan and it is not–”
“Mr. Boulton, you’re out of order. Sit down,” Mr. McMartin said. “Continue, Mr. McRae.”
“I believe the bond speaks for itself. The defendant is in Chief McNab’s debt and the Laird was concerned . . . from the conduct of other settlers . . . he was justified in believing–”
“Your Honour, Mr. McRae is conveniently forgetting that payment is not due until the seventh year,” Mr. Boulton said. “And I wish to put on the record–”
“Mr. Boulton, you’re out of order again,” Mr. McMartin said. The Magistrate has a dour countenance, but his scowl at Mr. Carmichael’s lawyer for this second interruption did not silence the novice.
“Chief McNab has reneged on his promise to settle the immigrants on their lots with adequate provisions and I wish to put on the record–”
“Sit down, Mr. Boulton, before I find you in contempt.” This time the lawyer heeded the Magistrate’s command. “Mr. McRae, you needn’t continue. I have reviewed the facts of the case. It is not necessary for me to hear anything further. I have it on good authority that Mr. Carmichael left the township without Chief McNab’s permission. And the Laird has informed me that other settlers have fled without paying their bond. I find for the plaintiff.”
“But your Honour–”
“And furthermore, Mr. Boulton, you have been negligent in instructing your client on the appropriate date to surrender for trial. Because of your incompetence, the law obliges the court to forfeit bail.”
“But your Honour–”
“Court will recess for fifteen minutes.” The Magistrate gathered his robes around him and stepped down from the bench. The Laird, who was seated beside Mr. McRae, shook his Counsel’s hand with such vigour he might well have dislocated both their forearms. I looked over at Mr. Boulton. He was standing at the defence table clutching a handful of papers, his expression that of a gentleman at the track whose horse did not finish.
I must say, although I believe the verdict be fair, my heart went out to the six poor men who each lost fifty pounds, a sum they can ill afford. Of course my Chief was very pleased with the verdict. He had a smug, satisfied look as he made his way towards the front of the courtroom, where he spoke to Mr. McMartin. While the Laird conferred with the Magistrate in chambers, I descended the stairs and wandered out into the fresh air where Mr. Carmichael and the men who had put up bail were discussing the proceedings. Tis understandable they would be upset and angry. Duncan McDonald was in a rant, threatening violence to his Chief. There was much fuming by the others as well: except for Donald Cameron. Mr. Cameron was doing his best to calm his fellow crofters. I tried to explain the McNab’s position, but there was no reasoning with them, the verdict so close at hand. I thought it best to leave them to their bluster. I re-entered the courthouse and sat on a bench in the lobby. I detest this unpleasantness. Tis foreign to my nature. Tis a very simple matter: the McNab is to govern his township, the crofters are to work their land; together they will build a prosperous community. Tis the way of the clans. Has always been so. Except for a few rogues, Highlanders have always shown deference to their Chief. Why this defiance now? Alas, I had only a short time to reflect on the matter: the Laird emerged presently from chambers and we departed immediately for Kinnell.
***
In lumber camps in early spring, the felling of trees complete, skidders, with their teams of oxen or horses, drag the remaining logs to skidways where they’re loaded onto sleighs and hauled to rollways beside the still frozen river. The camp foreman keeps a watchful eye for signs of warmer weather: geese flying north, chipmunks scurrying about and, especially, the breaking up of black ice and the rising of the river. The expert lumbermen who stay on for “the drive” sharpen their cant hooks and pike-poles, anticipating the exhilarating and dangerous work of driving the logs to the boom on the big river. With their equipment at the ready, they pass the short time remaining in the Cambuse shanty playing cards and checkers and dancing to the jigs and reels of the French fiddlers from Lower Canada.
John Drummond was not among these men. When the tree-fellers finished their job of “hurling down the pine,” they collected their wages and headed home. Drummond had been in the bush five months. He had had no contact with Isabel; he didn’t know how his family had survived the winter. He was not, however, overly concerned; his neighbours promised to ensure that Isabel and the children had enough food and fuel to get them through the cold weather. Now, with money in his saddlebags, he was returning home. He wondered what, if anything, would happen when the Laird heard of his return. Perhaps the Chief, occupied with his numerous responsibilities, would no longer care about collecting the thirty-nine pounds. Perhaps his neighbours had taken up a collection and paid it for him. Perhaps . . . but it didn’t really matter; the lumber camp closed for the summer, Drummond had no choice but to return to his lot. Not that it was a difficult choice; he missed his family. He had enjoyed the friendship of the loggers; they accepted him, tolerated his shortcomings and helped him learn the skills of lumbering. But each day – while sharpening his axe on the grindstone, or mending a tear in his jacket, or lying on his bunk to rest sore muscles – he wondered how Isabel and the children were getting on.
Drummond guided his horse over swampy trails, trying to keep the animal from becoming mired in the mud and stumbling on near-hidden roots, and trying to keep himself from being knocked out of the saddle by low-slung branches. He had packed his saddlebags and bedroll and left camp at mid-morning. Now, late in the afternoon, he rode into a clearing and onto the familiar trail that led over a knoll and down to his shanty. The crofter slapped his heels against his horse’s flanks and the steed began a gentle trot along the hard-packed trail. At the top of the knoll, his shanty came into view. He brought his horse to a halt. Two of his fellow crofters were riding up the trail towards him. In front of his shanty he could see two horses tethered to a small fir tree. One he recognized: it was the Laird’s big-chested, dappled grey mare. The men riding the last few yards signalled to Drummond to get back. The crofter moved his horse back down the other side of the knoll. Seconds later the two riders joined him.
“I wish we could say welcome home, John, but the Laird and the sheriff is at your shanty,” Iain Storie said.
“I seen the Laird’s dappled grey. How’d he know I was comin home?”
“We don’t know,” Donald Cameron said, “but he has ways of finding out. He says he’s going to have you arrested unless you’re ready to pay him the money you owe – with interest.”
“I has enough in me saddlebags, more than enough. But I will not be payin it. I dinna believe he has the right.”
“Then you’re going to be arrested.” Cameron turned in his saddle and watched Storie ease his mount back up the knoll to where he could see the shanty. Just as he returned his attention to Drummond, the crofter pulled his rifle from its sheath.
“If I’s to be treated as an outlaw . . . goddam it! An outlaw I’ll be!” Drummond waved the rifle above his head, startling his horse, who jerked her head up and whinnied.
“John, lad!” Cameron said. Drummond’s dark eyes bristled like those of a cornered racoon. “Ye dinna . . . think of what you’re saying, lad! You’re no outlaw!” Storie rejoined them.
“Nay, I am no outlaw . . . but I am not gonna . . . We came to this colony . . . tis not right . . . We has to fight the land . . . We has to fight McNab . . . I am not gonna stand–”
“We all feels the same, John,” Storie said. “But ye know we petitioned Maitland.”
“Aye, and what come of it?” Drummond looked at Cameron.
“Nothing.”
“Ye tried, Donald. Ye tried and we is grateful. But tis useless. We is nothin but serfs. Just like at home. I dinna know what to–” The men heard the hoof beats only moments before the Laird and Sheriff Lyle rode over the hill. The sheriff drew his pistol and pointed it at the fugitive.
“Drop your rifle on the ground, Mr. Drummond,” Lyle said. The crofter appeared startled, as if surprised to be still holding the gun. He waved the barrel towards the sheriff, then wheeled his horse and galloped back down the trail.
“Shoot! He’s getting away!” McNab shouted. Lyle fired a shot well over Drummond’s head just as the settler disappeared into the woods. “Go after him! Go after him!” Cameron and Storie moved their mounts closer together to block the trail, but they could see Lyle had no intention of pursuing Drummond. “Why aren’t ye going after the scoundrel? Tis your duty!”
“He cannot go far,” Lyle said. “He will return home. Let us not make outlaws out of crofters, Chief.” Although Lyle had to carry out the Laird’s orders, as district sheriff, he reported to his superiors in Perth.
“Tis he who has made an outlaw of himself,” McNab said. “Ah, Mr. Cameron, twas not wise to counsel Drummond to flee from the law.”
“Nay, Chief, twould not be wise, which is why I gave no such counsel. John doesn’t believe ye have timber rights on our land. Tis why he refuses to pay. Ye should show us the legal paper that gives you those rights.”
“I am your Chief, Mr. Cameron. I don’t answer to you or Drummond,” the Laird said, punctuating his statement with a loud snort. Cameron frowned and shook his head.
“Tis almost dusk; Elizabeth and Margaret will be preparing the evening meal,” Cameron said. “Iain and I should be getting on home. We’ll stop at John’s on the way and tell Isabel what happened.” Sheriff Lyle tipped his broad-brimmed hat to the men, who tipped their hats in return. Then, without looking at the Laird, Cameron and Storie rode up the embankment and over the crest of the hill.
***
Tis now summer and since our unpleasant journey to Perth in the spring, I am pleased to tell ye we have had no more incidents of disobedience. Ah, except for the rogue Drummond. Tis most lamentable the burly crofter has chosen to become an outlaw. There are rumours he has been home on many occasions. But whenever Sheriff Lyle visits the shanty, he is not to be found. At least that is what the good sheriff reports to the McNab. I canna help but wonder how much effort Lyle is making to apprehend the man. Alas, the Laird will see justice done – no matter how long it takes.
As tis his nature to be generous, Chief McNab did not demand the sum Mr. Carmichael owed him. Twould not have mattered; the man could not have paid. The poor soul spent more than six months in gaol. Tis enough.
But the Laird is most upset with the malcontents at Flat Rapids who put up Mr. Carmichael’s bail. He said their time would have been better spent collecting the 120 pounds and paying the crofter’s lawful debt. Aye, the McNab has good reason to be upset with these Jonahs! Last winter they got up a petition and sent it by post to Sir Peregrine in York. Of course, our astute Lieutenant-Governor dismissed it out of hand, as was proper. The McNab has dubbed these complainers “black sheep.”
Sir Peregrine has seen fit to appoint the Laird a Magistrate, a common practice throughout the province. Without delay, Chief McNab used his new authority to issue summonses against the six scoundrels. The Chief’s judgment is usually impeccable, but, dare I say, it failed him on this occasion: he appointed Alex Yulle to guide Deputy Maule into Flat Rapids where he was to serve the writs. Now Alex is a fine fellow, but he has a reputation – a well-deserved reputation – of being rather indolent. And I know from our conversations that he sides with the settlers in these disputes. Still, he is a good fellow and so the Laird, given his charitable disposition, uses him for the occasional odd job. But to entrust him with the responsibility of a guide . . .
Twas several weeks after the incident when I extracted the truth from Deputy Maule and from Alex’s friend Henry Rudd. Henry said he didn’t know whether Alex had the scheme in mind from the time of his appointment, or if he devised it along the way. Whichever, he showed his true colours and lived up to his reputation.
Twas a humid day when the men started out on horseback just after the noon hour. Flat Rapids is a good seven, eight miles from Kinnell. Some five miles out, Alex got lost. That is, he pretended he was lost. He left Deputy Maule in a clearing near the banks of the Madawaska. He told the officer of the law he would inquire of a neighbour as to directions and return shortly. Maule told me, in hindsight, he should have insisted upon accompanying him. Gadabout that he is, Alex rode off in the direction of Waba Creek and on reaching Henry’s shanty spent the remainder of the afternoon and evening playing cards and imbibing homemade whisky. Alex said not a word to Henry about the task assigned to him by his Chief. And when his hospitable friend extended an invitation to stay the night, he gladly accepted.
In the meantime, Maule waited patiently in the clearing for his guide to return. But when dusk descended and mosquitoes from a nearby swamp descended upon him, he grew impatient, as one might expect. My father used to say, “He who hesitates is lost,” and when the Deputy was plunged into darkness rather abruptly, he did not feel secure in his sense of direction and found it too late to venture back along the treacherous path by which they had journeyed. He gathered some punk and small branches and ignited them by striking a flint over the punk with the blade of his knife. He said tis a skill he had learned from a local tribe of Indians. By this means he was able to build a fire, which kept the mosquitoes at bay and provided some warmth, although the flames attracted a pack of howling wolves. Thus, the officer of the law spent a chilly and uneasy summer night wrapped in his saddle blanket.
At the break of dawn, the neighing of Mr. Yulle’s horse awakened Maule when the guide rode into the clearing. Alex concocted a tale about losing his way and finding shelter in an abandoned shanty. This yarn was plausible to the good deputy, as he knows of settlers who have fled the township without paying their bond. Tired and hungry, for the deputy had only a few pieces of hardtack in his saddlebag, he followed Alex back to Kinnell, where the men told of their misadventure. The Laird was displeased that the writs had not been served, but seeing the dishevelled state of Deputy Maule, the McNab did not have the heart to send him out again. Aye, the scoundrels have evaded justice – for now.
***
Donald Cameron leaned over his workbench and tried to concentrate on the task at hand. His adze chipped with loving care as he smoothed the maple rockers at the front and back of the sap-trough cradle. Elizabeth was pregnant. It was a sweltering summer’s afternoon, but inside the shed the still, dusty air felt cool. Cameron felt uneasy. Although he hadn’t aspired to the role, he had emerged as a leader among the settlers. He realized why: he had a rudimentary education; most of the settlers had none. Quiet by nature, he was a good listener who always considered what others had to say. As he stood back from his workbench to examine the finished cradle, he wondered about the meeting requested by Robert Miller and William Roddie. Their arrival was imminent.
Miller, a friend and neighbour in Perthshire, seemed caught in the middle of the conflict between the settlers and McNab. Although years of adversity had bonded their families, Miller was a staunch believer in clan loyalty: he saw the Laird’s authority as paramount. Roddie, an émigré from outside Aberdeen, was a member of McNab’s Cabinet-Council: five loyal settlers the Laird had favoured with the best locations. They, in return, ingratiated themselves with the naive crofters and informed the Chief about the growing discontent. Although they’d spoken on only a few occasions, it was apparent to Cameron why the Laird had picked Roddie: he found the man’s kowtowing manner nauseating, his every word calculated to curry favour.
Cameron’s thoughts turned to Elizabeth. He knew she was pregnant even before she told him. Despite her millstone of daily drudgery, he noticed a softening of the taut creases in her oval face; the revived sparkle in her blue eyes reflecting the life growing inside her. A fifth mouth to feed would be an added burden, but the child would also bring added joy to their family. He knew Elizabeth was hoping for a girl, a sister for Janet.
The slowing trot of horses told him his company had arrived.
“Come in out of the heat, men.”
“Tis a scorcher, Donald,” Miller said as the men entered the coolness of the shed.
“Tis that,” Cameron said.
“The Laird still dresses in full Highland garb,” Roddie said. “Tis only proper for the Chief. But he sweats . . . aye, he sweats.”
“I asked Elizabeth to bring us some velvet tea,” Cameron said. His visitors sat on a flattened pine log from which Cameron had removed the bark and placed against the wall to serve as a bench.
“Some tea would be welcome,” Miller said. Cameron pulled his chair away from the workbench and sat facing the men. Each seemed to be waiting for the other to speak. Cameron reached over and took his pipe and tobacco pouch off the workbench.
“What can I do for ye?” Miller glanced at Roddie. Cameron sensed it was Roddie who wanted this meeting; that he had appealed to Miller for moral support. But it was Miller who spoke.
“Donald, there be trouble brewing. Most of us . . . ye know yourself most of us are peaceful and hard-working. But we’re concerned . . .” Miller again looked at Roddie, who was squinting at Cameron as if trying to bring him into focus. Roddie removed his leather hat, revealing strands of thinning brown hair plastered with perspiration. He pulled a sweat-stained handkerchief from his pants pocket and wiped the band before putting the hat back on. The front of the brim circled his low forehead.
“The Laird is troubled by the disrespect,” Roddie blurted out. “Aye, tis more than disrespect by some; tis disobedience by . . . tis rebellion by the likes of Drummond – and Carmichael!” Cameron drew slowly on his pipe. “You is their leader; they looks up to ye. We is askin you to put a stop to the disobedience – the rebellion. Tis not the way loyal clansmen should be behavin.” Roddie smiled, as would a wolf baring its teeth. “Aye, I know ye had a run-in with the Laird about the quit-rent, but tis in the past. I can talk to the Chief. If ye promise to get the settlers under control . . . the Chief is most appreciative . . . most appreciative of those who are loyal and show him due respect.” Roddie peered at Cameron. The crofter continued to draw on his pipe, but a flush had come to his cheeks and he tugged at his beard.
“Does the name Robert Gourlay mean anythin to ye?” Cameron said, his muscular baritone straining for control.
“Nay, it do not,” Roddie said.
“I’s heard the name,” Miller said. “I dinna remember . . . Wasn’t he a troublemaker?”
“He was an immigrant from Fifeshire,” Cameron said. “He was a passionate man and his tactics may not have been wise, but he was devoted to making this a better home for those who settled here. In 1818 – I read this in an old copy of the Gazette – he asked the settlers . . . he sent them a list of questions: he wanted their ideas on how to improve life in Upper Canada; he said he’d publish their answers in England. He wanted to encourage emigration to Upper Canada. Many were going to the new republic because they knew nothing of Upper Canada.”
“Tis all very well,” Roddie said, “but tis nothin to do with obedience to the Chief.”
“If ye will listen, Mr. Roddie, ye will see it has much to do with obedience to McNab – and to his friends in York.” Roddie sneezed, pulled out his handkerchief and blew his nose. “The settlers complained to Mr. Gourlay about the way the province was being governed; about the way the best land was reserved for the clergy and the friends of the Family Compact. He organized the settlers and planned to take their grievances to London. But Maitland – McNab’s good and trusting friend had just been appointed Lieutenant-Governor – Maitland refused to consider the settlers’ petitions. He had the government pass a law that made Mr. Gourlay’s township meetings illegal.”
“I still dinna see–”
“When this new law failed to silence him, Robinson – our sneaky and much revered Attorney-General – instructed a magistrate in Niagara to arrest him for sedition under an old law. The court gave him ten days to leave the province and when he didn’t, he was gaoled for eight months. He was a broken man by the time of his trial at the summer assize. Of course he was found guilty and forced to leave the province.” Cameron drew on his pipe. “Ye talk of loyalty, Mr. Roddie. This loyal Scot, who only wanted to bring the settlers of Upper Canada closer to Britain . . . this loyal Scot . . . the government – aye, Maitland and Robinson and the rest of their ilk – they persecuted him and drove him from the province. And tis still going on! This is not Scotland, Mr. Roddie. Tis no hope of rule by aristocrats here. There be no aristocrats. Not even McNab.” Roddie sprung to his feet.
“Ye should be ashamed, Mr. Cameron! Ye are a disgrace to the clan! Ye . . . the McNab is an aristocrat! He be our Chief! He is due our respect! Ignorant crofters canna govern. Ye would have us–” Elizabeth stepped into the shed carrying a wooden platter with cups of tea and a small jar of maple sugar. She stopped just inside the door. The men stared at her for a second – as if struck by an apparition.
“Ah, Elizabeth, you’re a welcome sight!” Cameron said. He and Miller stood up. Cameron walked over to his wife and took the tray.
“G’day, Elizabeth,” Miller said, tipping his hat.
“G’day, Robert.”
“This is Mr. Roddie,” Cameron said. “Mr. Roddie, this is my wife, Elizabeth.”
“I am pleased to meet ye, Mr. Roddie.” The crofter removed his hat and returned the salutation with a bow. “I will leave ye to your business; I have chores to see to.”
“Thank you, Elizabeth,” Cameron said. She tilted her head towards the men and stepped out of the shed. Cameron set the tray on his workbench and placed his pipe beside it. “Let’s have our tea while tis fresh.” Each man picked up a cup. Roddie scooped in a spoonful of sugar. “You were saying, Mr. Roddie, that I disrespect the Chief. Nay, I do not. But McNab makes it difficult to respect a man who persecutes his settlers.”
“Wha–”
“Many . . . aye, as Robert says, most of us are respectful and loyal. Tis ingrained in us as laddies to respect our Chief. It may be the Laird’s township, but we crofters did not come here to be trod upon as at home. You ask me to stop the disobedience, and ye hint McNab will reward me if I do. Nay, Mr. Roddie, I will not become McNab’s toady, he already has enough toadies.”
“Who is ye–”
“The Laird himself can stop the disobedience. Treat the men with the same respect he would like shown himself. Tis the golden rule, and tis a good rule to live by.” The men remained standing; Miller and Cameron sipped their tea. Roddie appeared to be groping for a response. Then the slits of his eyes opened wide, as if the appropriate rebuttal suddenly dawned on him.
“Ye talk of the troublemaker, Gourlay,” he said. “I think the Reverend Strachan knows best, even if he be Church of England. The Chief told me the Reverend says some is born to rule and some is born to obey. Tis only natural.”
“The Reverend Strachan is a pompous ass,” Cameron said. “I have read some of his writing. He abandoned his Presbyterian faith and is insulting to those of other faiths. He and Robinson and the other arrogant fools in the Family Compact believe ye can impose home rule in the colony. Nay, it canna be done, neither British rule nor Scottish feudalism.”
“Tis heresy, Mr. Cameron,” Roddie said. “But ye’s a stubborn cuss. Tis no reasonin with ye. I’ll tell the Laird ye canna be trusted. Ye will rue the day.” The men set their cups down on the tray. Cameron emptied the smouldering tobacco from his pipe by knocking the bowl on the side of his workbench. “Thank the missus for the tea, twas refreshing.” Cameron nodded. Roddie glanced at Miller, who shrugged. The Laird’s adherent stepped out of the shed.
“You’re being foolish, Donald,” Miller said. “The Laird is a powerful man. And his nature is vindictive.”
“Aye, you are right on two counts: he is powerful and vindictive. As for me being foolish, I did not come here . . . we did not come here to be serfs. We could be that at home. As you said, the men are peaceful; we will take our grievances to court. But . . . I canna guarantee there’ll be no violence. Scots . . . aye, especially we Highlanders . . . violence is in our blood. We will be patient; we will see what happens.” Miller looked at the cradle and smiled.
“A new sap-trough! When be the blessed event?”
“We think tis a ways off; still seven or eight months.”
“Congratulations.”
“Thank ye. I hope he, or she, will be born into a peaceful community.” Miller bid his host farewell and joined Roddie, who was already mounted.
As he listened to the horses’ fading hoof beats, Cameron rocked the cradle and wondered: was it wise to defy the Laird? He had emerged as a leader, but he had neither the inclination nor the manipulative skills of a politician. What he did have was an uncompromising belief in fairness: a peaceful man who would not back down from a fight.
***
Our glorious summer is beginning to fade; the scent of fall is in the air and soon we will be cloaked in a splendid canopy of crimsons, golds and greens. Ah, but once again it saddens me to tell ye . . . the McNab is most distressed by the brazen insolence . . . the contumacious defiance of some of his beloved settlers. Sheriff Lyle has yet to serve the capias on the rogue Drummond. What effort he makes . . . And I was present when Mr. Roddie reported to the Chief on his meeting with Donald Cameron. I thought Donald a loyal crofter, but if Mr. Roddie’s report be correct . . . I dinna care for Mr. Roddie’s smarmy manner.
But then, despite the grumbling and fractious behaviour of some, we are making progress! There is much industry on the land. On my recent visits throughout the township, I was most impressed. Tis quite evident the settlers have persisted in their labours. This fall’s crop promises a generous harvest to tide them through the winter. And a good many have acquired livestock, much needed to augment the diet.
It was during one of these visits I learned of the betrothal of Mr. Matthew Barr to Miss Elizabeth MacAulay, daughter of Mr. Francis MacAulay, our township’s most elderly resident. I was riding near Dochart Creek when I came across the banns, the notice of their marriage fixed to three conspicuous pine trees for all to see. Twas delightful news! This marriage the first in the township since our arrival.
I must tell ye . . . the impending nuptials rekindled memories of my own star-crossed romance. Twas only months before our departure. I canna help but wonder . . . Her name was Colleen, her father an O’Malley from County Leitrim. We met at a social. Some of the elders frown upon the playing of the Great Pipes on frivolous occasions, but fashion is forever changing, and so I was delighted when the ladies organizing the gala invited me to partake in the entertainment. I first sighted her standing behind a table from which she was selling baking. Ah, she was a bonnie lass! Thick and tangled scarlet hair. Wild and unruly! She was forever brushing out the tangles. I often think . . . I tell ye, twas not only her hair was wild and unruly! Ah, but I didn’t understand . . . I went up immediately and purchased a delectable shortcake filled with fruit and cream. I struck up a conversation; introduced myself; told her I was Piper to the McNab. She did nae seem impressed, and so I went on my way, wandering o’er the grounds and taking in the activities. Sometime later I saw her watching the stronger men compete at “putting the stone.” The brawny man in charge invited those observing this feat of strength to try to better the puts of the strapping competitors. Alas, when one is smitten . . . I heard the crack in my spine just as the stone rolled off the heel of my hand. Twas a sharp pain and I was unable to straighten up. She was at once by my side. She massaged the painful spot. She had strong hands for a lass.
And so, I began courting her. At first, we seemed well-suited. Twas not that our temperaments were similar. Au contraire! But we seemed to complement one another’s differences. She had a fiery temper, like her father. She said she was descended from Grainne Ni Mhaille – “Queen of the Irish Seas.” I’d heard of the legendary Grainne: a sixteenth-century lass who pirated three ships with two hundred men and led them against the English. I know my Colleen’s mother, a Perthshire matron, was often distraught by her shenanigans. I remember one auspicious occasion when I was asked to perform at a friend’s wedding. Tis a custom when the newlyweds enter their new home to break a cake over the bride’s head – the lassies scrambling for pieces and she who retrieves the largest portion is soon to be a bride. My Colleen thought this a foolish and contemptible custom, but instead of standing aside and letting the other girls scurry for the cake, she picked up pieces and threw them . . . nay, I still canna believe! – she threw them at the groom! I tell ye, we had quite a row over that. She said twas degrading to have lassies on their hands and knees scrambling for a dirty piece of cake. She said she would nae marry to become a handmaid. I dinna believe she understood a wife’s duties in the Scottish clan. But I was much taken with her charms. And I was in love! At least I thought I was in love. I canna pin down the precise moment my feelings began to change. But twas after a few months of courting; I noticed an uneasiness; not in her presence, but when I was dressing to call upon her. I would be walking to her home – twas less than a quarter mile – and my feelings would churn . . . from eager anticipation to . . . angst. And I could nae explain these ambivalent feelings. We would play with whelks and talk of events in the community. She would serve tea and buttered bannocks. I would play a simple tune on the pipes. She would stick her fingers in her ears. In jest of course. She assured me she admired my pipes. What a strong mouth to suck with, she said. I said, ye dinna suck, ye blow! In this manner, we’d spend a few pleasant hours together. But as I made my way home . . . at first I didn’t want to admit . . . ah, but there was no denying . . . I had feelings of relief I could not account for. Twas no big spat that brought the romance to an end. When the Laird informed me he was leaving for the colony and wished for me to accompany him, twas then I realized . . . twas like a heavy burden lifted from my shoulders. Still, a twinge of guilt. I should have explained before my departure. But on reflection, I dinna think I ever understood my Colleen, nor knew how to manage her. Perhaps no one did.
Chief McNab performed the nuptials for Mr. Barr and Miss MacAulay. Not only does the Chief hold the title of Magistrate, he is also a Justice of the Peace. Francis insisted the marriage be on a Tuesday. Tis an ancient Scottish belief that those who marry on a Tuesday will live a long and happy life. Alas, tis not practical to carry out an elaborate Highland ceremony in this wilderness. But we did make the best of it! The livery colours of the two families were prominently displayed on each side of the Clan McNab crest. When Miss MacAulay, now Mrs. Matthew Barr, flung her badge-plant of pine and cranberries to the guests gathered on the banks overlooking the Ottawa, twas caught by Miss Adelaide Scott, daughter of Mr. Edward Scott and, I believe, a distant relative of Sir Walter.
We are still without clergy in this backwoods, so Francis, a devout Presbyterian, consecrated his daughter’s marriage with this reading from the liturgy of John Knox: “The Lord sanctify and bless you, the Lord pour the riches of His grace upon you, that ye may please Him, and live together in holy love to your lives’ end. So be it.” Francis then led us in the singing of the 128th Psalm; the one that begins, ”Blessed are they that fear the Lord . . .”
For my part, I had been practising tunes suitable for a wedding. I played “The Black Haired Girl with the Blue Eyes” and “Enlarging on Her Lover’s Praise,” before accompanying Arnold Miller, who is most proficient on the fiddle. Kinnell resounded to the joyful strains of the “Chez-mez Reel” and the “Homecoming Reel,” although at home the latter would be played at the residence of the bridegroom. We dined on a scrumptious and plentiful meal prepared by the Laird’s housekeeper, Miss Agnes Hunt. Our celebration was complete when the bridesmaid flung a garland of flowers around the neck of the bride. Francis then drove the happy couple home in his buckboard.
Twas strange; Miss Hunt was wearing a mutch. At home, tis a head covering worn only by a married woman. Alas, I dinna understand why . . . there be those who think it quite acceptable to take considerable liberties in this colony. Ah, but my heart is hopeful this delightful celebration be a good omen for our township. Twill not be long before the chill of winter is upon us once more. Aye, we are making progress! Despite the headstrong contrariness of some clansmen. And I know the McNab has not lost his resolve to found a colony of industrious Scots. We will persevere! We will persevere until the day we return in glory to our beloved home in the Highlands of Scotland.
PART THREE
Flaughter spade in hand, Dennis McNee was bent over, breaking up clods of dark earth, his backside exposed to the western ridge bordering his narrow croft. He didn’t see the men coming over the ridge. Men brandishing clubs and unlit torches. An organized jumble marching with intent.
The Clearances in Perthshire continued to replace crofters with sheep. Two weeks earlier, McNee’s landlord had sent notice ordering him to vacate his property. Although the writ was not unexpected, a surge of anger struck him with such intensity his steady hand began to quiver. He flung the paper on to the floor of his stone cottage and stomped off towards the house of his tacksman. He found the man in his barn tending to a cow in its stall. The tacksman heard the footsteps behind him just in time to glance around before McNee began pummelling him. The elderly and frail tacksman tried to ward off the blows, but he was no match for the younger crofter whose lean, muscular body stretched to just over six feet. The third punch broke his nose. Blood seeped into his greying beard and spurted on to McNee’s jacket. Neither man said a word: both knew what this was about. The fourth punch caught the tacksman on the temple and he staggered backwards out of the stall. The fifth punch landed square on his jaw and McNee heard the unmistakable sound of teeth cracking. The tacksman went down. From the straw-covered, earthen floor, he looked up at his assailant – eyes pleading. The enraged crofter raised his boot above the man’s chest, noted the terror in his victim’s eyes, stepped over his head and strode out of the barn.
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