
Chapter I

At the Old Ship Inn, Aberlady

IT was a grey November day towards the end of the first decade of the nineteenth century when an anxious group of villagers congregated in front of the Old Ship Inn, Aberlady. 
Aberlady was then, as it is now, a small seaside village on the East Lothian coast, of about five hundred inhabitants-a village with one main street, which took somewhat the form of a crescent, and a bye-street running off towards the sea, or, more properly speaking, the Firth of Forth.  The houses, mostly red-tiled, were, as in the case of other villages around the shores of the Forth, of all shapes and sizes; and although the main street, as we have said, formed a crescent, it was certainly more by chance than design, the number of architects corresponding to the number of buildings.   One prevailing idea among them seemed to be the necessity of having at least one front window with an uninterrupted view along the street, the favourite plan being to have the gable of one house protruding beyond that of its neighbour, and a window placed in this point of vantage.  The result was (and remains, to a certain extent, to this day) that there was no continuous line of buildings, each standing defiantly upon its own; and this topsy-turvy appearance, with the white gables and red roofs, not to mention the endless variety of chimneys, undoubtedly added to the picturesqueness of the village. 

The Ship Inn in those days was the most important establishment of the kind within a radius of five miles.   Here the stage-coach, which plied between Edinburgh and North Berwick, and other places on the east coast, stopped to let off and lift passengers, and to rest and feed the horses.   It was famed also for the rare quality of its brandy and Hollands gin, which, as those who patronised these foreign liquors delighted to say, had never paid duty; but of this, more anon.   The Inn itself was, as it still is, a very conspicuous object, as seen from the east or north, standing just at the corner where the public road takes a sharp turn into the bye-street already mentioned.   The innumerable cyclists, motorists, drivers, and pedestrians who pass this way nowadays, must have noticed the building, with its high, steep roof, its strong-set gables, its old-time porch, and the full-rigged ship cut out in stone on the front wall. It has been a private dwelling-house for many generations now; but its main features are much the same as they were in the days of which we write.

Aberlady was a quiet little village, especially in the winter time, and any little thing out of the common was sufficient to interest, not to say excite most of its inhabitants.   What interested the group of men and women in front of the Ship Inn on the occasion referred to was nothing more or less than an unusually high tide.   There had been a strong north ​easterly gale and heavy rains overnight, although now a hushed stillness brooded over land and sea.  The bay, which spread out before the spectators, was already full, and still the tide seemed strongly on the flow.

“What time is’t full in?” asked one of the weavers, addressing a shoemaker, who was looked upon as an authority in these matters.

“Aboot three o’clock,” was the ready answer-and it was now just a little past, two -”Ye’ll find I’m richt,” he added to the company generally, “this’ll be the highest tide we’ve had for mony a year !”

The people who lived in Cockle Square, some small low-lying houses just off the sea-green, began to get apprehensive, and one or two of them moved off to look after their property.   The water had reached the mark left by the morning tide, which itself had been abnormally high, and passed slowly but surely on and on towards the houses.   By this time the gathering had augmented, for no one in the vicinity seemed to be able to settle to work, or set their minds on anything but the inroads of the ever-swelling sea, wondering when and where it would reach its limit.

“Yer auld herrin’ boat’ll be clean washed awa’ this time, Pat,” cried the ostler, addressing a big Irishman, who was leaning his bulky shoulders against the wall.

“What’s that ye say?” responded Pat, lurching forward, “is it me ould herrin’ boat ye’re onaisy about, Mr Boss-o’-the-stable?   Ah! Get off wid yez, now, an’ thry an’ get hould av a loife-bouy fur yirself; fur if thim risin’ wathers get round yez, sure ye’re a thrifle too boney to float av yersilf.   But, begorrah! ye’re roight, I must be gone to look afther me ‘goods and chattels,’ as the ladies say,” and he strode off, blowing some extra big clouds of smoke from his short black “cutty”.   Before he’d gone many yards, he turned sharply round, and - “Ladies and gintlemen,” he said, with a sly leer, “I call yez all to witness that should me ould habitation be washed away as clane as a new ribbon, and I mesilf, alas! drowned amid the ruins, I lave and bequaith all me jewellery an’ silver plate to Sandy Litster, the ostler at the Ship Inn!”  Before Sandy could return thanks, the Irishman was almost out of hearing round the Western Sea Green, as that part of the seashore was called.

Still the waters crept slowly up, making a rush into any declivity, whenever such was reached.  The residents in Cockle Square were making most energetic endeavours to stem the unwelcome sea at their doorsteps.  A large pile of wood kept on the sea-green by the adjoining carpenter was surrounded by water over a foot deep, and only the weight on the top prevented it from floating away.  A cart had also been left on the sea-green, and the pressure of the water was now beginning to raise the back end of it.

“Do ye thing it’s worth while tryin’ to save Willie Tamson’s cairt, Skipper?” queried the shoemaker, addressing the innkeeper.

“No, I dinna think sae,” was the reply; “an’ it winna be the worst o’ a wash, at ony rate.”

Just then a young lady appeared at the inn door.  It was the landlord’s elder daughter, who had come to see what all the stir was about.  By this time the sea was across the public road, and within half-a-dozen paces from the door of the inn, and men and women began to move back a bit.

“Where’s Bella?” asked the innkeeper of his daughter, “is she no at hame?”

“No, father,” replied the other, beginning to look a little anxious; “she went over to Gullane after dinner, but should be well on her way borne by this time.”

The father turned at once into the house, stepped quickly upstairs, and in less than a minute appeared at one of the windows with a large telescope in his hand.  Bella was his younger daughter, the apple of his eye, and he would not for the world that anything should happen to her.  He scanned the wide links that stretched out between the two villages.

“Yes, I see her comin’,” he cried, “she’s half way across the links, an’ makin’ for the timmer brig.  Hey, Sandy!  Yoke the powny at ance, an’ gang yont at ance an’ stop her, an’ tell her to gang roon’ by the road, an ye’ll meet her.”

“An’ I’ll gang wi’ him”, said a youth, who had come forward a few minutes before.

“Vera weel”, said the innkeeper but see an’ mak’ haste, the twa o’ ye, an’ nae pranks.”

The youth who offered to accompany the ostler, and whose name was David Duncan, had long been on intimate terms with the family at the inn; and, indeed, some said he was “unco sib wi’ Miss Bella.”   Sandy lost no time in getting the pony yoked to the light van, which did service as a message van or a carriage as occasion demanded, and with Duncan beside him, started off at a brisk pace, going splashing through the water as they swung round the corner.   The sea was over the public road at different places, but they soon reached the bridge, about a mile from the village.  It was a long, narrow, wooden footbridge spanning the narrow end of the bay, and leading on to a short cut between the villages of Aberlady and Gullane.  This was the path used generally by pedestrians, being considerably shorter than the main road; but the bridge itself was often impassable at the time of extra high tides.  On the present occasion there was nearly a foot of water above the footway, and nothing could be seen but the hand-rail along the middle part.

As Sandy and his companion approached the bridge they saw the young lady just about a hundred yards off, and still making for the submerged structure.   The two of them therefore stood up in the van, and by shouting, waving their arms, and pointing backwards, made frantic efforts to let the girl understand that she was to go back.  She did not understand, however, or paid no attention if she did, as she continued on her way, without even making a sign.  When she reached the water’s edge on the other side, and was well within hearing, the following passage of words took place:

“Did ye no see us waving to ye?” shouted Davie, who constituted himself the spokesman on the one side.

“Yes” answered Miss BelIa, “but I couldn’t think what you were going on about.”

“Well, your father says you’re to go back, and get on to the cart road, and we’ll meet you wi’ the van at the Mill.”

“Did my father send you to meet me?”

“Yes; and I think you should just get away back immediately.  You canna get owre in the meantime.”

“I’m sure I don’t see what all the fuss is about.  Go back all that way? No, indeed, I’m too tired with the long walk already.  I’ll just wait till the sea goes back from the brig. I see its on the ebb now.”

“So it is, thank goodness! the village folks’ will be relieved at that, for they were quite excited and anxious when we left.  But it’ll be an hour yet before you can walk across the brig, and we could be hame by that time.”

“I don’t care. I’ll be glad of the rest.”

“Well, if you’re determined to bide there, I’ll come across and keep you company.”

“Come on, then!” and she laughed at this. So did Sandy, who thought his companion was merely indulging in some bold talk.  But Davie Duncan was a sturdy youth, and did not care to show any want of pluck before the girl he admired.  So, casting off his boots and stockings at once, he bravely waded in, and getting on to the bridge, warily kept his footing till he got safely over to the other side.  Bella held out her hand to him as he stepped ashore. 

“I didn’t mean you to come across, Davie” she said coyly. “I said it for fun, never thinking you would have attempted it.”

“You lassies are aye saying what ye dinna mean.  But here I am; and am I to understand you don’t want my company, then ?”

“Oh, no! I’m pleased to have you.”  And Davie was pleased to hear it.

“How long shall we have to wait, think you?” enquired the maiden afterwards.

“About an hour, I guess.”


“ Oh, horrid! dreadful! I wish I’d gone by

the road after all,” and she stamped her little foot on the innocent grass.

“ Well, you could go yet; and I’ll accompany

.you.”

“I think we’ll just wait.”

“ I’ll carry you aCJ;oss then.”

“No, indeed; thank you !”

“ Oh! it’s not tbe first time I’ve carried

you.”

“Not since I’ve quite growu up, I think.”

“ Perhaps; but I could manage it all right.”


“ I won’t trust you-I don’t mean anything

disparaging, you know; hut it looks a bit dangerous. “

Although the tide was now ebbing very fast, it seemed to those waiting there to be un​pardonably slow; and as the young man
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Although the tide was now ebbing very fast, it seemed to those waiting there to be unpardonably slow; and as the young man renewed his offer to carry the fair one across, she at last consented.  He raised her in his arms, she throwing her arms tightly over his shoulders, and thus he stepped on to the bridge, which was still covered by four or five inches of water.   They made wonderful progress, and joked away with each other as they went; for, after the first few yards they both became quite bold and confident.

“It’s quite a simple matter,” said the youth. 

“Oh!   If my father saw me!” said the maiden, laughing at the ludicrous situation.

Davie Duncan had his fair and precious burden just a little more than half way across when, in an unwary moment, he missed his footing, and the two went souse into the sea.  There was a moment’s splashing and spluttering, and the strong current was likely to sweep them out to sea.   Davie was hampered at first by the grip the young lady retained, and her frantic struggles; but he freed himself at last, and getting a proper hold of her, swam strongly back till he got a hold of the bridge.  Here he stopped to take breath; and, by this time, Sandy had rushed to their assistance, and in a remarkably short time had them both standing on the bridge beside him.  They got ashore in a most ignominious manner, feeling very humble, and very uncomfortable, but thankful at heart that nothing more tragic had resulted.  

When they reached the Ship Inn, the crowd had dispersed, so the three drenched and shuddering beings who alighted from the Skipper’s van made quickly and stealthily for their respective abodes, glad to do so without any undesirable attentions from a wondering crowd.  The tide had turned just after Sandy Litster and Davie Duncan had set off to meet the innkeeper’s daughter; and, as it quickly receded, so did the temporary excitement of the inhabitants.  The oldest among them declared they had never seen the sea so far up the Wynd, and it is questionable if it has ever been so far up since that day. 


