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            ATTACK ON STAINMORE

          

        

      

    

    
      Through the early morning mist I can see one of them stalking me and the other one will doubtless be on horseback trailing me and taking advantage of the grey mist.

      Moving onward, the mist swirled as a gentle breeze eventually materialised, trees appeared in the foreground now and birdsong. That would soon cease as we continued the long slow climb out of Brough and headed for the open moor.

      As arranged, we’d left Brough, my hometown, in the very early morning. The town is a major staging route across the North of England and up to sixty coaches arrive and leave with all the attendant noise of horses neighing, men shouting, passengers yelling and pandemonium ensuing. This all at something like 4.30am to ensure the coaches arrive in York on time. I had no intention of this noise affecting my drove of cattle and moved my small work force very quickly into action.

      An early morning start was vital and by 6am I had roused my men from their slumbers in the drovers’ rest house and we set off for the holding ground, known as a stance.

      Collecting the cattle from this overnight field, we moved slowly through the streets that were covered in a thick early autumn mist, trees dripping moisture on our necks. There was at first no breeze and a grey foreboding appearance to the whole of the now briefly silent town as we took the path along the drove road to cross the bleak Stainmore heights.

      This route is the difficult and dangerous high road across the Pennines to our overnight stance at Bowes and then ultimately to Scotch Corner and beyond.

      Frankly, if I was in the villain’s shoes I would wait until we reached the higher ground before attacking, that way there would be fewer witnesses.

      

      My name is Jack Rutherford, aged twenty and with a short history of droving, trouble making and mayhem behind me. I stand six feet tall, lean, fit and with a tendency to work hard and play hard. Exiled to Scotland for three years by my Father, I spent that time raiding after cattle thieves and dealing with their savage ways in a similar manner. I was not exactly unprepared for what was about to happen and I had one very strong advantage in my huge Irish Wolfhound, Dag, who was a known killer.

      Brough lies in a valley below the mass that is Stainmore Moor and a regular path leads between occasional stone walls ever climbing towards the grey misty moor that appears momentarily as we move steadily forward. Cattle make a steady pace, grazing by the wayside when possible and constant attention is needed to maintain a gentle but regular rhythm. It is some twelve miles from Brough to the next major stopping place, Bowes, and I had no intention of being on the moors at nightfall. Summer means short nights and long days with intense heat lower down in the valley but easing a little as we reach higher ground.

      Climbing steadily, the herd became strung out along the way, moving into single file at narrow points and spreading out as far as they dare when the path widened.

      Once above four hundred feet the moorland proper begins and with my Top Man Duncan Brooks leading, we traced the route across the open rough countryside which slowly became more apparent as a small breeze swirled the mists away.

      Drovers must be over thirty years of age and married. Duncan fulfils this role but is fond of the beer and keeps failing. I retain him and keep him sober when he is with me.

      Dag, my dog, had quietly disappeared at the first sign of possible conflict and at this very moment he was stalking the man on horseback who I had glimpsed briefly as both he and his companion had taken the opportunity to move in much closer while the weather was poor.

      Our cattle moved steadily on with Duncan at the head and two or three young hands either side of the beasts and me bringing up the rear. Strangely an extra person had appeared that morning but knowing I was shorthanded the crew would let me know who had joined at our first rest stop.

      

      Gently lowing, grazing as they moved, the cattle gave off that familiar smell I will always associate with droving, a mixture of warm heat and bovine stink.

      My very large bunch of black cattle and their herdsmen had now spread out along the moorland path brushing aside the heather and bracken that intrudes across the road.

      We were still climbing steadily to a particular spot I wished to reach, and there the attack could commence for I was on familiar ground. None of my men were aware of the danger lurking behind us. I kept that to myself and was content for the crew to move steadily onward.

      I was anxiously waiting for nothing less than the massive bog that festered on the moor top, avoided by countless drovers before me; it was a known hazard to those who used these very exposed and rough uplands.

      Slowly and steadily the robbers crept ever forward, making use of the limited sparse cover as soldiers do, but strangely never looking back, a bad mistake.

      From my vantage point I watched them come forward. I had open rough moorland to my left and falling ground to my right in a south west direction.

      Their best possible point of attack was about two hundred yards further on but that did not fit with my own plans. I moved into the body of my cattle and walked like this for some good distance before I deemed it just right for an attack then I slowed down to let the cattle move forward and away from me and the coming noisy conflict.

      Both cutthroats moved in quickly for their attack and they raced across the ground to confront me.

      My dog and I work very well together with an almost unnerving knowledge of the needs of each, honed to perfection by our long hours tending the cattle.

      He had stalked the man on horseback for over a mile. I saw nothing of him as he’d crept along, keeping very low on his haunches and out of sight. I had to place absolute reliance on his presence for this plan to work.

      At my whistle, Dag became the savage hunter that I had witnessed only once before.

      He broke quickly into his huge stride, leapt from cover and attacked the rider on horseback, pulled him to the ground and ripped his throat out in one ferocious savage movement.

      This man’s piercing death screams unnerved the other robber who had leapt forward very quickly to try to overpower me, waving a vicious long sword.

      All my frustrations brought me to the fight with a wild anger and a determination to finish this matter once and for all. Red mists again.

      With a long knife in one hand and a stout stave in the other, I waited whilst he glanced around at his mate’s death screams and then I fell on him. I slashed at his throat and he went down but he was not badly wounded and moved quickly into a defensive stance. I attacked him again, quickly, but tripped on a grass tussock.

      He used that moment to try stomp on my outflung leg but I twisted quickly and kicked his knee joint as I fell. We both dropped to the ground. I hit my head and was briefly dizzy. He tried to knife me in the large artery inside my leg but again I twisted away and took a heavy slash above my knee. Blood pouring from my leg, I struggled to remain upright using my stout stave as an arm prop.

      We fought furiously back and forth, both wounded and bleeding, now on the ground, now standing trading blows. That sword intrigued me. I noticed that it was weighty and very well used but now growing heavy in his hand.

      Being a former soldier now in Kirk’s employ he was a very capable fighter and although badly hurt on his knee that I had kicked, he swung repeatedly at me with the wicked sword.

      We struggled back and forth but I was aware of him tiring quickly, and I needed a quick result before I lost more blood.

      Using the very last of my strength I took my stave, reached out and pushed at his chest to separate us and in a desperate gamble threw my knife straight toward him, losing my main weapon.

      It went straight through his heart and he dropped heavily, gasped and coughed then died as his heart failed him.

      

      Absolutely drained from the fight and a loss of blood, I slumped to the ground, exhausted beyond measure by the battle and passed out.

      Coming to briefly I saw in the far distance the herd moving steadily on without me. Not taking my herdsmen in to my confidence was now proving a very costly mistake. I was alone and seriously injured.

      I also had some very immediate problems, mainly two men, now corpses, known to be in my whereabouts and me unable to move from my heavily bleeding wound and complete dizziness.

      Dag’s appearance gave me great encouragement and he whimpered beside me and licked my face, but a fat lot of good that did.

      At the sound of somebody approaching, I kept as quiet as I could and bade Dag to remain silent. We watched and waited very much on edge when I heard a voice quietly calling my name, “Jack, Jack.”

      Dag remained still and quiet until a figure came towards me out of the heather.

      The figure had the appearance of a slightly built young man with a very concerned expression.

      “Jack, Jack,” the soft voice said again and through my hazy stupor I recognised the accent. Could it really be Giselle, my damsel in distress?

      So that’s who the extra hand was that I had noted when we started out this morning. It was Giselle wearing men’s clothing and her hair tucked carefully under her cap.

      Could it be she was trying to be with me?

      My confused and battered brain just could not take in this change of fate. How could the one girl I longed to see again be here for my help and actually calling my name? No wonder Dag was so relaxed about the newcomer. He, like me, thought she was just fine. Had she secretly come back to find me?

      But to see me in this condition… I tried to rise but failed and fell back as Giselle came towards me out of the heather and knelt by my side, quickly examining my wound. Her expression on seeing the massive cut above my knee made me more aware than ever of my predicament. Immediately she tore strips of cloth from the boy’s shirt she was wearing and cleaned and started to dress my cut in a very competent way. I tried to speak but she ‘shushed’ me and continued to bind my wound.

      She then raised my head, lifted my eyelid to examine me and my face and proclaimed, in a broken English, “You av concussion but your wound is on the surface and you bleedin’ very much.”

      I knew that but was so very grateful for her concern.

      There was now a reaction to the battle and I felt an overwhelming need to rest and sleep.

      There was a constant pain in my head and I could sense I was about to faint. Confused memories came flooding back as I fell to the heather. Black Cattle, Dumfries, dangerous enemies. Brough.

      It all began way, way back before Dumfries…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            2

          

          
            WILD DAYS, SCOTLAND

          

        

      

    

    
      For three years I was banished to the Highlands of Scotland by my Father for a catalogue of misdemeanours that came to a head when I released two massive boar pigs into the crowded Market Place in Brough under Stainmore, my home town. Amongst other things, Brough was a major stopping point for coaches travelling from London to Edinburgh and as many as eight vehicles could be on the main thoroughfare of the town at any time. There are changes of horses and wheels to attend to quickly, whilst the local hostelries provide overnight accommodation for weary travellers and warm drinks for those stretching their weary legs.

      There is a weekly market with stalls all along the main street which is thronged with wives buying fresh produce, men selling wares, tinkers selling pots and pans, or it was until my boars arrived. They left the place in a rare shambles when they’d finished, stalls overturned, fruit, eggs and vegetables flying in all directions, pots and pans all over and a wagon wheel smashed by the raging boars.

      When the excitable pigs were eventually cornered, my name was bandied about.

      Father picked up a huge bill for damages and sent me to Scotland with a very cantankerous friend of his.

      At fifteen years of age, I went to Killin on the shores of Loch Tay and learned the droving trade the hard way. That involved me in cattle raising, animal welfare, the use of the dirk as a weapon and when our stock was stolen, a long hard chase over moorland and a hard battle with the thieves. That was when I killed a man who flew at me with a massive broadsword, not a nice experience at seventeen years of age but I had grown a lot by then, very tall, fit and healthy and well able to take care of myself after my constant run ins with my Guardian.

      
      Brough under Stainmore, in Westmorland, was a wonderful place to be brought up in, a very busy market town with seventeen inns or taverns for the many grooms and the horses pulling carriages from Scotland along the main road to England via Scotch Corner and then South to York and London.

      As a small boy I gazed in wonder at these magnificent coach and four horse vehicles, their snorting horses, grooms rushing hither and thither and passengers alighting for a hurried walk and tea or beer before the horn was blown loudly, and all rejoined for the next stage.

      Our schoolteacher Miss Hutchinson told us that the passengers leaving that evening at eleven o’clock would be in York by 4am and in London the next day.

      School was interesting and sometimes painful. I had the habit of getting into mischief and was strapped frequently by both the teacher and my Father when he became aware of my misdeeds.

      To me it had seemed a good idea tie up all the doors on the school and trap everybody inside. I was caned with six of the best!

      My idea of a firework or two among the horses and grooms created quite an unusual fuss. Father thrashed me good and hard and banned me from going out for a week. And caned again!

      Ladies’ bloomers that I put on the Market Cross caused the Mayor to issue Father a stern warning about my wild ‘goings on’.

      Damming up the little Swindale Beck late one evening seemed a good prank but it went awry and apparently filled the cellars of the Castle Inn and the Old Fleece with a good head of water. I don’t think I have ever seen grown men so cross and although then I was only eleven years old I was given a very severe beating by Father in front of these two men who have been reluctant to talk to me until very recently.

      Despite all these side issues, school became enjoyable because it slowly dawned on me that I wanted to follow my Father and become a drover. My brothers and sisters had all left home for jobs in other towns and cities but the cattle trade held a continuing fascination for me, probably coming from the wonderful sounding places that both Father described and that were mentioned by the grooms when they called their carriage destinations.

      Watching Dad I realised the importance of counting accurately and being able to write it down, which meant reading and so I left school at fourteen years old with a good school report. Instantly I was involved in our farming and droving business, moving cattle, cleaning out the byres and the drovers’ accommodation, cutting firewood, mending fences and meeting the drovers on the way in to Brough to suggest our accommodation and overnight cattle stance was superior to any other.

      Father was expected back from a drove with cattle to York and some dim soul had placed two enormous pigs in a temporary sty beneath my bedroom window. They turned out to be boars, intent on fighting and their snorting and grunting, squealing and shuffling kept me awake most of the night.

      In my defence I was exhausted and had only reached my bedroom at 11pm after waiting in vain for drovers to appear from the North and I was really tired from my day’s labours. But sleep would not come, the row was intense and the din was all on my side of the house. Twice I got up and shouted at the silly pigs, but they only kept silent until I put my candle out and then started again.

      This was a Market Day which I completely forgot in my intense anger at those boars and the imbeciles who had left them and, giving it little thought, I turned the noisy fractious things loose early the next day to try and get some sleep.

      To my incredible dismay they chose not to go in to our meadow but to head off at great speed into Market Street and of course it was Market Day. By the time I had rushed over all the damage was done.

      Every market stall was on its side, people were running away in alarm from these stupid pigs who by now were festooned with market cloths, stall coverings and even some bunting.

      My heart sank. This was a catastrophe and all my making.

      It took me and many others two hours to catch those damned pigs and secure them again. Then the questions started and there was no way out. I had to confess everything was my fault. The Mayor and Council were summoned, I was arrested and put under lock and key to await my Father’s return.

      Two whole days I stayed in that room. Food was brought and a bucket for sanitary purposes but no visits from anybody. All I could hear was loud lamentations to the Mayor and a rising bill of costs that filled me with deep dread.

      Father returned on the third day and visited the Mayor where they spent two hours discussing the whole episode, costs and my punishment. It appears there was a very considerable amount of wrangling about the amounts involved. I should have known, Dad was a very astute man where money was concerned and every effort was made to reduce the bill to its lowest ebb.

      It still came to £23.11s.4d. A huge amount and bless me, Dad paid it.

      His cold hard anger distressed me more than I can say. He didn’t beat me as I expected. I was completely ignored.

      My nerves were on edge and I was fraught with fear and actually trembling. To be so dismissed by my own Father was beyond my belief and the enormity of what I had done now sank in.

      This anger meant something was in the offing, something which I would not like and sure enough it happened. Dougal MacPherson, a Scottish drover, came in two nights later and was greeted by Father as his true friend from years back. They went into deep conversation for many hours with occasional glances in my direction.

      Mum had tried to comfort me but Dad would have none of it, which made her cry a lot.

      I slept uneasy in my bed each night after doing all my chores and although I was fed, it was a very cold house with no conversation and no loving gestures from Mum.

      I learnt next morning that my fate was sealed. I was banished to Scotland for three years and would be moving out immediately with Dougal to stay in the Highlands.

      I’d heard tales about Dougal MacPherson, who was a very hard man, a drover of high renown and a ferocious fighter and warrior.

      As soon as we set off that day, we quarrelled and in retrospect it was deliberate on his part. Within five miles of Brough on the way to Penrith, we had our first fisticuffs and all the stories were correct. Although he was only about 5’6” tall he was a bastard in a fight. I was fifteen years old then and about 5’9” high but growing and used to many a scrap but it was nothing to the beating I got from that cantankerous old drover. My first lesson in survival, Scottish style.

      It was early October 1814 in foul weather when Dougal and I walked to Penrith in a state of open warfare. Fists, boots, sticks all rained on my head at strange intervals. But I learnt. I learnt to anticipate when he would attack and created a defensive strategy based on my fleetness of foot but that gradually adapted into a rapid retreat to recover and attack.

      The first time I tried this I failed, but I saw a different light in his brown eyes that was almost satisfaction. Penrith came and went, various stops were made on our journey and battle continued but with each confrontation I learnt defence and vicious savage attack. Plus I got to know the old devil. He had no family but a loving wife Peggy and they lived on a small farm in Killin, way up in the Highlands of Scotland. Dougal was forty five years old, a former Scottish soldier in the Black Watch Regiment and had fought in Europe under the Duke of Wellington but missed out on Waterloo. He had been a Sergeant in the Regiment and was justifiably proud of his military service.

      An observer would see a man in heavy boots, leggings, serge trousers, a long waistcoat and jacket, and a face gnarled brown with the outdoor life style. Short black hair under a Scots bonnet and a look carved from granite, brown eyes that missed nothing and clean shaven.

      Each evening he would guide us to a drovers’ lodgings which were basic but sufficient, warm, with a fairly comfortable bed and simple food.

      I could only surmise that Dougal was carrying a lot of money to pay back the Promissary Notes he had given when he purchased his cattle and this kept him always on the alert for thieves and robbers known to be in the area as we neared Carlisle.

      Our accommodation that night was in the Drove Inn in Rickergate, Carlisle and although it said ‘wines’ above the door, it was mild beer and a pie we wanted as we entered. It seems Father had given money to Dougal for my costs on this epic journey which I had to pay back from my earnings in the Highlands.

      Two mild beers were pulled and meat pie was suggested and ordered. We made our way in to a corner where we could watch the comings and goings in the tavern. It was a low smoke filled room with six other people in a group at the other end of the room and when our meal arrived, we quietly ate and watched.

      After a period of steady drinking by the other party, who must have sent out a message, three men came in and looked carefully round until, through the smoke, they saw us in the corner.

      Dougal watched them and silently nudged me and indicated their presence which I had already seen. He whispered, “They’re serious trouble and after my money.”

      His choice of the corner seats had been a good defensive strategy. They could approach from the front and two only could attack.

      I whispered, “We’re in this together,” which received a wry look and a snort of contempt. That did it, as doubtless it was intended to do and I bristled at his low opinion of my ability as a fighter.

      The three men came and stood in front of us and asked, outright, that Dougal give them all his money, or else.

      My foot came round and caught the nearest man on his left knee which collapsed and he fell but not before I had caught him under his throat and he gagged as he went down.

      Dougal had wasted no time and his attack on the next man was truly unbelievable. He became a raging tornado and with feet, teeth, arms and legs, he practically devoured the ruffian who fell, a bleeding mess.

      My predicament was the huge thief who now stood in front of me swinging aggressively and roaring like a bull. I sidestepped as best I could but took a very heavy painful blow to my face and I staggered, but before I could recover, a veritable demon took over and Dougal smashed this huge man to the ground with scientific precision and mangled him on the floor.

      Absolute silence ensued in that room. The drinkers looked abashed, embarrassed and wishing to help and eventually the moaning and crying of our assailants brought the other occupants of the room to their feet and ropes were passed round the three thugs. Constables were summoned and the three led away to the town dungeons.

      We deemed it prudent to quietly pay our dues and leave as unobtrusively as possible, certain in the knowledge that the other drovers in that room would keep very quiet.

      
      At the Scotch Arms Hotel nearby we found accommodation for the night and next morning, very early we were on our way.

      Through Gretna, Annan, Lockerbie, Romano Bridge, Couldstaneslap, Uphall and Falkirk. We made on average twenty miles a day and by late October we came upon Falkirk and it was there that Dougal had to clear all his debts on Letters of Credit.

      As drovers we buy cattle at market, or from farmers for an agreed price and then give a percentage down in cash as a token of a debt. We further give a Letter of Credit for the balance of the money agreed on sale payable in three months from the sale date. For instance if Dougal bought 100 stolts or cattle from a farmer for £5.10s.0d he would owe him £550.00. If the farmer agrees they can then negotiate a percentage down and the balance due in, normally, three months. This gives the farmer instant cash and the drover time to take the cattle to market and make, hopefully, a profit.

      Reputations rise and fall on the strength of a drover’s Letter of Credit and prompt payment brings cash for the long winter.

      Dougal made immediate contact with all his customers and fulfilled his obligations. It is not unknown for the drover to be out of profit as the margins can be very small.

      Then we set off for Killin, where we arrived to a warm welcome from Peggy, Dougal’s wife, who took me in and treated me with such affection over time that I became almost her son that never was.

      Over the next three years I learned the ways of the drover, hard winters, spring round-ups of sheep for shearing, cattle to tend and care for and robbing rotten thieves.

      Dougal instilled in me a love of the countryside and coupled that with a clear knowledge of the dangers always lurking in those remote Scottish hills. Apart from a few sheep, the principal income to the farm came from rearing and selling cattle and in the wide open fields the condition of the beasts could be readily assessed by any passer-by, including cattle rustlers. For this reason we kept a watchful eye on strangers who were actively discouraged from lingering in our vicinity.

      But inevitably thieves came who regularly attempted and indeed succeeded once in stealing twelve of our cattle. I was seventeen years of age then, well developed and capable of holding my own against any local youths and some grown men who questioned my ability. They didn’t repeat their taunts.

      We arranged for our reduced herd to be cared for through neighbours and then we left on our mission.

      Dougal and I stalked them for two whole days before they let their guard down and I’m ashamed to say we killed all four and left them where they fell in a very remote spot.

      Rumours abounded locally but we kept absolutely silent and so far nothing has come of that matter.

      Three years is a long time to be away from home but I stuck it out and welcomed the letters my Mother wrote and I know she welcomed my replies which of course took simply ages to arrive, usually with the packhorse men.

      Dougal called me to the fireside from my studies one evening and asked me to sit. We talked at considerable length about my development and ambitions and eventually, with Peggy’s agreement came to the conclusion I should now make my way back to England and consider my future career.

      It was with a very heavy heart that I left Dougal and Peggy. They had been a huge influence in my development, insisting that I continue to read and study as much as possible and those long nights reading by the light of a flickering candle still stay in
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