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  Prologue

Netherdale, Forest of Bowland, Lancashire


January 1814
Their hope had been to find their small flock beneath the drifted snow, huddled together, keeping one another warm and alive, in the lee of an ancient drystone wall. Icy pellets of snow from the distant Arctic whipped across the two men’s faces, sharp as the bite of a tawse. They were barely visible, even to one another, bundled up in heavy greatcoats, their heads wrapped in layers of sacking, the winter standby of farmers and shepherds. Bent nearly double against the howling wind, one man prodded ahead with his crook into the drifting snow. The other carried a spade. 
‘Wall’s ’ere somewhere!’ the man with the spade mouthed. His words went bowling away over the grey-white fellside in the murky afternoon. His companion nodded without replying and continued to prod.
Then his crook hit something solid.
‘’Tis the wall, surely,’ he said, ‘got to be hereabouts.’ He staggered closer. The snow had piled up deeper against it, although the land beyond sloped away.
‘Aye, but where along ’un?’ mumbled the other man. ‘Where’d they be?’
‘Summat’s here,’ the first replied, ‘under t'wall. Soft like.’
His companion grunted, accepting this without comment. They dropped crook and spade and began scooping at the snow with cowhide-mittened hands.
‘A dead un, like as not.’
‘Aye.’
They were expecting this. In this bitter cold, the hardiest sheep, even Swaledales and Herdwicks, bred to it, could founder. 
A rotting corpse it was. Not a sheep though.
He had been there a while. His britches and coat had perished, as had his features when they scraped away sufficient snow to see. Difficult to tell his age, even, or what manner of man he might have been.
‘Seen ’un before?’
‘Never. Stranger in these parts.’
‘Aye.’
‘Can’t do owt. Not in this.’
‘Reckon he’ll keep. Report it, like, when t’ weather breaks?’
‘T’ yon young agent, Mister Hugh Armstrong?’
‘Aye. He’d do. Good as any.’






  
  Chapter one
Hugh Armstrong


Early days of April 1814 
‘Those who are about to die salute you.’ 
Goodness knows why those words rushed into my mind as I found myself nose to nose with the man with the pistol. My classical education ended abruptly when my father was declared bankrupt by a court in Edinburgh back in 1791. Here I was in lonely Netherdale, fortunate I’d supposed, to be agent to Sir John Hathersage, Lancashire mill owner and would-be country squire. The last thing I had expected was to be shot dead by a Frenchman.
Two Frenchmen. Even as the first man rammed the muzzle of his weapon up against my ribs, a second fellow emerged from behind a rock, flapping his hands. It took me a moment to realise that he was trying to discourage his companion from actually shooting me.
‘Non, non!’ he cried, holding out a hand and pointing to his palm with the other, ‘Gif monies! Not shoot.’
‘Money, non,’ I mimed. My arms were shaking, though I tried to disguise this. I dragged out the pockets of my coat and tipped the contents of my satchel onto the ground, hoping to demonstrate that I spoke nothing but the truth.
That had them bamboozled. The first man turned to his comrade in consternation. Their yellow shirts and patched britches were torn and dirty. It was common knowledge that such clothing was issued to prisoners of war. 
The last time I was down in Lancaster, calling for instructions at my employer’s townhouse on Castle Hill, I’d glimpsed a bedraggled band of them being unloaded from a cart. I hadn’t thought much about it at the time, but passing down the street, I’d overheard someone say, ‘Them’s Frenchies, being took up ter Scotland.’ Why, I now found myself wondering, if these are two of Boney’s finest, haven’t we yet won this wretched war? Also, what were they doing here in Bowland? In Netherdale, of all remote places!
Meanwhile, I posed a problem that they can’t have foreseen – that a warmly-dressed fellow on a brisk spring morning might not carry money. I shrugged again, spreading my arms, letting them see my withered left hand. ‘No money,’ I said, speaking slowly and clearly. I’ve never learned a word of French beyond ‘oui’ and ‘non.’ I spread my arms wider and gestured around us, drawing their attention to our remote surroundings.
The smaller man, the unarmed one, now poked with his booted toe at the contents of my satchel, which lay strewn on the ground. He settled on my luncheon, bread and cheese tied in a linen napkin. My notebook, pencils, pocketknife, map, folding measuring stick, ball of twine, and tool for extracting stones from Polly’s hooves, he ignored.
‘Can eat?’ he demanded, doubtfully examining the unwrapped bread.
‘Oui, bread, and cheese,’ I said. ‘Also, beer.’ I indicated the corked bottle.
‘Bien. We take.’ He grabbed them, nodded to his comrade, and to my astonishment, they immediately set off, running away down the lane without a backwards glance.
‘I wonder where they think they’re going?’ I asked out loud but resisted the temptation to yell, ‘Oi! France is that way!’
From higher up the dale, they would have been able to see Morecambe Bay and the Irish Sea. Possibly, they imagined this to be the North Sea coast. Possibly, they didn’t care.
I did call, ‘Set foot in Lancaster and they’ll lock you in the black hole!’ A man feels better when he speaks his enemy’s doom, senseless as this might seem when the enemy is no longer close enough to hear it.
I’d come upon them, and hence they upon me, in the lowest part of the dale, on the banks of the Nether beck, which purled and chattered close by, quite unconcerned by human dilemmas. After the cruellest of winters, the sides of the dale were greening. Sheep cropped, lambs bleated. A sub-committee of rooks argued in a grove of pine trees which grew on top of a rocky outcrop. 
There was no visible human habitation in this part of the dale. I knew, but hoped the Frenchmen did not, that Rush Ghyll and High Bield farms lay higher up, hidden from here by the folds of the Bowland fells.
Regretting my luncheon, I scooped up my scattered belongings and walked as far as the little hump-backed bridge over the river. There, I sat down on its rough stone parapet. My breath, to my annoyance, was still coming in gasps, and my left arm shook violently, defying my attempts to hold it still. ‘Stop it!’ I hissed, hugging the arm across my chest. My bane.
My grandmother and her friends had shaken their heads over it. ‘A difficult time she had, poor Effie,’ they used to say of my mother, ‘but it’s the lad’s left arm, praise the Guid Lord, so he’ll no’ suffer tae much.’ Little did they know what a bairn can suffer. Little, I thought bitterly, did the ‘Guid Lord’ care. I was jeered at by school fellows, and my older brothers called me a coward because I could not fight back. My left arm was near useless, and shook uncontrollably at the smallest upset.
Perhaps those rogues had escaped from a party headed for north of the border. Grandma had written to me of a new and commodious prison being built in Perth – did she say? – to house prisoners of this never-ending war. The government was intent on dispersing them as far from the English Channel as could be managed.
A pied wagtail, bright of eye, landed on the opposite parapet and began to walk up and down, his tail jerking energetically, head swivelling from side to side as he seemed to study me. That forced a smile from me. I breathed deeply and felt calmer.
Today, I hadn’t shown my fear. Those men hadn’t shot me. Yet, whenever an upset occurred, I felt again like that terrified child cowering beneath the kitchen table as my father rampaged through the house, lashing out at anyone who stood in his way.
I was no longer in Scotland, and my father was in prison in Dundee. I had left all that behind forever. I had work here in Lancashire. I had responsibilities. 
‘So, what should I do first?’ I asked the bird. ‘I’ll need to report this to someone. There could be more of these fellows, escaped from some troop of prisoners and hiding out up here in the braes – fells. Do I go first to my employer, Sir John? Or to warn his tenants?’ 
With no advice to give, the wagtail flew off. The Nether Beck gushed and gurgled through clumps of reeds. A pair of white chested dippers plunged beneath its waters and re-emerged further downstream.
I must, of course, inform Sir John Hathersage, but before I went stravaiging down into Lancaster, seven miles away, surely it would be prudent to know if there were other escaped prisoners hereabouts. I needed to be able to assure him that his tenants were safe, on the lookout and primed to inform me of anything untoward. 
Rush Ghyll and High Bield. I would walk up to those farms. Warn them. Ask if they had seen any strangers hanging about. Nesting in their barns, or stealing food from kitchens or dairies. Having a plan of action further soothed my spirits, but it meant a stiff climb.
‘Oh, well,’ I said aloud, ‘best foot forward. Bother ye, Polly!’
Polly, my elderly fell pony, had caught her foot in a rabbit hole the previous week and strained her left foreleg, but now I rather suspected the old girl of malingering. I couldn’t entirely blame her for feigning lameness. All through the cold of winter, she’d been mewed up in her stable. With the thaw, she had the freedom of the paddock at home and was able to munch on sweet new grass. Until my encounter with the prisoners, I hadn’t thought I’d need her. I’d been bound only a short distance up the dale to inspect the place where the riverbank had been undercut by the rushing force of meltwater. That must now wait at least until the morrow.
As I shouldered my satchel and set off tramping up the rough track to Rush Ghyll, sunbeams fell across my shoulders, the first real warmth I’d felt in months.
I’d taken up my post the previous November, before one of the harshest winters in many a year had set in. It had been as severe here in Lancashire as any I’d known in Fife. Those seven miles down into Lancaster had been impassable. No, not quite impassable – a small band of the older farm lads had made it on two occasions, with sledge and spade, bringing back vital supplies to this remote dale. They had brought a letter from my grandmother, telling me that my father still languished in gaol. Scotland, too, had suffered severe weather, which had delayed his trial.
I’d sent letters with the same boys to Sir John, dreading that he might consider I should have taken to a sledge myself, but his replies seemed only concerned that I should collect his rents as soon as possible.
‘You won’t have any trouble with my tenants in a general way,’ he’d assured me, when I first took up my position, ‘on account of they’re all Quakers.’
I must have looked surprised. (We do not, so far as I know, have any of that persuasion in Fife.) Sir John had laughed and said, ‘a stern, joyless sect to my mind, but they’re good farmers, and they’re honest to a fault.’
I made no comment. What others chose to believe was their business as long as they do not expect me to share it. Religion and I fell out a long time ago.
The friend who had recommended me for the post had warned me that the dates of quarter days in England differ from those in Scotland. So, when no money was offered to me at the end of November, I knew to wait until December 25th.
However, by this time, the whole dale was snowed in. Thus, I didn’t expect anything until after the thaw, but, towards dusk on the first day of the new year, one of the sledge lads, face muffled in scarves and wearing several coats, arrived at my door with four money bags – rent for the farms in the district leased from Sir John Hathersage. With them, he handed over a box of provisions, which some kind soul had realised that I might need.
I’d greeted the lad heartily, having seen no other human being for over a week. ‘My first footer – and bringing me coin too, which presages good fortune for the year ahead!’
The laddie stared at me blankly. First footing, I was to discover, is a custom not much honoured on this side of the border.
By the next quarter day, at the end of March, the snow was retreating up the fellsides. The same lad returned astride a rough-coated pony. This time, he dropped the money bags at the gate as soon as he saw me. Then he rode off with a wave of his hand, but never a word.
Words here were a problem – in a way I hadn’t anticipated. My Lowland Scots speech seemed as alien to these people as their Lancashire dialect was to me.
I’d had much to learn, almost a new language, I reflected, as I trudged up the track towards Rush Ghyll.
‘A dale is a glen. A beck is a burn. A fell is a brae, and a lile ’un’s a bairn,' I chanted under my breath.
Whit rubbish! said the voice of the poet in my head. Why, I asked myself, could Robbie Burns compose so sweetly at the plough tail or on his morning walk, when all I seemed able to summon up was doggerel?






  
  Chapter two
Hugh


Rush Ghyll farm was set over and beyond a steep rise in the ground. Just below it, the fellside was split by a deep, narrow ghyll, a miniature gorge, from which it took its name. After winter snow and rain, this struggled to contain a roaring torrent, but today in the spring sunshine, the water trickled over the rocks, amidst the first grey-blue leaves of the new season’s water mint. 
The farmhouse itself stood in a shallow green hollow, which gave it some shelter from the winds. These blow equally in from the Irish Sea and the Atlantic beyond, or come roaring through the Trough from the East. The Trough of Bowland, should you happen to be unfamiliar with this region, is a pass running through the Pennine hills. It creates an easy transfer (in good weather) for drovers and merchants transporting their animals and goods from Lancashire into Yorkshire or vice versa. Cattle thieves and poachers too, of course, but happily, I had found these less common here than up beyond the border.
I paused to catch my breath and look back. How lovely this glen, this dale looked, now spring was finally here. The fellside showed the new tendrils of bracken, and the silver glint of the becks. It was quite comparable to the Ochil hills. I was still trying to convince my grandmother, Fife-born and bred like me, of this. She kept to her belief that Lancashire was entirely covered in cotton mills. ‘Whit is there for an agent tae do there?’
There were no towering cotton mills in Bowland, just small villages, hamlets, and isolated farms. I had described all this in a letter, but Grandma made no reference to it in her reply. 
Now, Rush Ghyll farm was before me. The farmhouses here were of no particular beauty, square and solid, built of gritstone and slate, their windows small and set deep against the weather. The dip in the ground before this one formed a natural ‘garth’ as the local parlance has it, and this was surrounded by a drystone wall. Several orphaned lambs gambolled within this sheltered spot, and the grass was starred with primroses and small wild daffodils. A lovely sight.
To one side of the farmhouse stood the barn, the cow byre, and pens for livestock, as well as a gig, several carts, a plough, a stack of hurdles, and all the bits and pieces that any farm, anywhere under the sun, has to store. Everything here was neat and in its place.
On the other side of the house, two women and a small girl were busy spreading out the results of their washday on roughly tamed bushes.
I walked past, pretending I hadn’t seen them. My employer had introduced me briefly to Wilfred Hutton, the farmer, but I’d never met his womenfolk. The notion of meeting them for the first time, surrounded by their freshly laundered shifts and underbodices, made me acutely uncomfortable. I veered towards the farmyard, hoping to find Hutton.
To reach this, I had to pass a small outbuilding, open to the morning air. I could hear the clanking of a bucket and a voice within. So, I paused, hand on the doorframe, to peer into the gloomy interior.
As my eyes adjusted to the darkness, I saw somebody dressed in a dirty old coat, far too large, fiercely bound in place with knotted rope. It took me a moment to realise this was a young woman holding a weakly looking calf. She dipped her hand into a bucket of milk and allowed the animal to suck from her fingers.
‘Yes?’ She turned her head to stare at me with wide grey eyes. She looked like a youthful witch; her hair so carelessly tied that several locks had drifted over her face.
‘Err, good morning, Miss. Hugh Armstrong, Sir John Hathersage’s agent. Could you tell me where I might find the farmer?’ I didn’t know how better to frame this request, being unsure whether she was a farm servant or a daughter of the house.
‘Papa’s round in the yard,’ she replied, her voice colourless, ‘they’re fixing the cart.’
That was it. No salutation, no further explanation. She turned her attention back to the calf. Mildly affronted, I walked away, thinking the witch had beautiful eyes if nothing else to recommend her.
Skirting the barn, I entered the farmyard, where I found two men and a black and white collie. The younger man was fixing a wheel to a four-person dogcart whilst the older one and the dog looked on gravely. They all three turned their heads as I entered their line of sight.
‘Good morning!’ I recognised the older man now as Farmer Hutton. 
Wilfred Hutton nodded pleasantly enough, but he didn’t bow. The lad fixing the cartwheel half stood, holding the wheel in place. His expression was strained, as any man’s might be, when he fears he’ll be forced to drop everything and have to start his task over.
Farmer Hutton made no move to shake my hand. I wasn’t sure whether to offer it. Sir John, a bluff and hearty fellow, shook his tenants by the hand whether they wished it or not. Wilfred Hutton, however, was a Quaker. I had a vague notion that they disdained this form of greeting. The lad resembled him to a high degree and was presumably his son.
‘Good morrow to thee,’ Wilfred Hutton said. ‘How may we be of service on this fine spring morning?’
‘It-it’s not so much that I require your service, b-but I have had an unpleasant encounter, and would wish to warn you and your family.’
Wilf Hutton’s grizzled eyebrows lifted, ‘Then let us go indoors and let me hear this warning.’
He nodded to the lad to continue in his work, and we left the yard for a side door to the farmhouse. I had learned that this was common throughout the North. Farming families, always conscious of the state of their boots, made more use of it than the ceremonial front entrance. The dog, which had risen to its feet, must have decided this was no business of his, yawned widely and sat down again.
Wilfred Hutton led me down a narrow passage and into what was, to me, a most enviable room with a sturdy desk and two upright chairs. My eyes fastened on the bookshelves lining two sides of it, stuffed with a goodly number of books and pamphlets. A window showed a view of the farmyard so that he could keep his eye on anyone working there. This must be his office, where he conducted business, paid his bills, and interviewed farm visitors such as myself. I made an inward vow to create such a ‘snug’ for myself at Low Bield, the rather bleak cottage my employer had assigned to me. 
‘Take a seat, lad,’ said the farmer. I briefly wondered whether I ought to insist on ‘Sir.’ As his agent, I needed to be respected by Sir John Hathersage’s tenants, but I doubted if he was being deliberately insolent, so I obeyed.
‘I haven’t spoken to anyone about this yet,’ I began, ‘as it happened less than half an hour ago. The fact of the matter is, I was held at gunpoint by a couple of rogues. I believe they must be escaped French prisoners of war.’
Farmer Hutton made no exclamation of surprise. He reminded me, suddenly, of the wagtail I’d encountered at the bridge, watching me, his head cocked, his eyes intent. 
I continued. ‘Obviously, I must inform the authorities, and Sir John Hathersage, of course, as soon as possible. But my first concern was to warn you and your family, and also the people up at High Bield. You’ve none of you seen any such fellows hanging about? You’ve discovered nothing missing around the farm? Or any sign of people sleeping rough in your outbuildings?’
‘Thee’s had a nasty experience,’ Farmer Hutton said. ‘It’ll have shook thee up. These men didn’t fire the pistol, I take it?’
‘No, and I have no idea whether it contained bullets or not,’ I admitted, ‘but I didn’t care to take the chance.’
‘Wise of thee,’ approved the man before me. ‘I’ve seen nought of any such, and I’m sure my wife and children would have spoken to me of it if anything had gone missing. But tha can ask them.’
The inner door creaked open, and a small girl peeped into the room.
‘Yes, Betsey?’
‘Papa?’ said this moppet – I judged she was about eight or nine years of age. She had tightly braided pigtails and was gazing at me with her father’s bright grey eyes. ‘Mama says, if thee pleases, is the visitor to eat with us?’ ‘Someone new!’ her expression said.
Farmer Hutton turned to me, ‘We take our midday broth about now. ‘Would thee care to join us?’
I remembered my stolen bread and cheese. ‘I’d be pleased to meet your wife and your sons and daughters,’ I said. ‘It could be that they have noticed something of these men I was telling you about.’
We followed little Betsey as she skipped ahead of us to the farm kitchen. This was a square, low-beamed room with a window looking out over the upper slopes of the dale. Bacon flitches and bunches of dried mint, lavender, and sage hung from the beams, and I had to duck my head to avoid them. (I’m a tall fellow in comparison to these short, sturdy dales folk.) 
‘My wife, Lydia.’ My host nodded to a small woman with streaks of silver through her dark hair. She stood at the end of the scrubbed wooden table, stirring a ladle around a pan of steaming broth, plain white bowls piled up in front of her.
‘This is Hugh Armstrong, Hathersage’s agent,’ Wilfred Hutton said, awarding neither me nor Sir John an honorific. His wife nodded and smiled, but didn’t bob a curtsey as I might have expected.
The young fellow I’d seen mending the cart was wiping his hands on a rough towel. Another lad of perhaps fourteen years was waiting his turn. I thought I recognised him as the youth who had twice collected the rents for the four farms in the dale and brought them to me. Before I could make up my mind on this point, however, two young women, the daughters of the house, appeared and took their places at the table. One was the girl I had seen feeding the calf. She had shed the filthy coat, tidied her dark hair into a neat knot at the nape of her neck and added a plain white cap. She’d missed a streak of dirt on one side of her face. I hoped she’d washed her hands.
It was the other girl who took my breath away. She was a beauty. Her brown hair, plaited into a coronet around her head, possessed highlights of copper. Her pale grey gown showed off her slender shape.
‘My daughters,’ said my host. ‘Betsey, thee has already met. To thy left is Dorcas, and to thy right, Susannah.’ I turned and made a small bow to each of the young women. Dorcas did not react. Susannah smiled at me. ‘The lads are Wilf, my eldest, and Jonathan. Shall we be seated and give thanks to the Lord for what we are about to receive?’
We sat. The girls on either side of me folded their hands in their laps and bowed their heads. I did likewise, expecting that the older Wilf, the paterfamilias, would intone some prayer. However, apart from the stately ticking of a clock on the wall, silence prevailed.
‘Of course,’ thought I, ‘I am amongst Quakers, and of the silent persuasion. I wonder how long this praying lasts.’
It seemed like a long time. I was no friend to Religion. My father practised as a minister before the old hypocrite suffered his great and terrible fall from grace. I’d eaten little in the way of breakfast, and the prisoners had stolen my lunch. If my thoughts could be called a prayer, it was that this period of silence would soon end and my stomach would hold its peace.






  
  Chapter three
Hugh 


At last, Wilfred Hutton raised his head, and the family turned to look expectantly at Lydia, who, wielding a deft ladle, began to serve the broth. The two older girls rose and made themselves busy passing bowls and placing plates of fresh-cut bread and butter before us. All the crockery was plain white, solid, and unadorned, but the food was plentiful. Dorcas gave her father a part-cut round of cheese on a wooden platter, and he carved thick slices. 
The broth was delicious, and all the more so because my portion was handed to me, with an entrancing smile, by the delightful Susannah. Young Wilf passed me bread, and Dorcas took a knife and laid a slice of cheese on my plate without touching it. Her hands appeared to be clean, for which I was grateful.
‘What did thee pray about?’ a small voice demanded from across the table, and the eager eyes of little Betsey pinned mine. Without, fortunately, waiting for an answer, she went on, ‘I prayed that we shall have a fine First Day in four weeks for Susannah’s wedding,’ she said, ‘Although Mama says it must be as the Lord wills. But I do so hope He will allow it, because Sukie’s gown is so beautiful, and Mama and Dorcas and I are to have new gowns too! It would be sad to have them spoiled by the rain, does thee not think? Oh, and I asked the Lord to make thy poor hand better,’ she added, nodding towards my twisted left hand with which I was attempting to steady the bowl of broth.
Various members of the family clucked and shushed Betsey, and her father shook his head at her. ‘Now, Betsey, thou must not speak disrespectfully to our guest. Still thy busy tongue and eat thy broth. Let our friend eat in peace, for he has had a disquieting experience which he will tell us about presently.’ This pronouncement quieted the child but caused all the other members of the family to turn towards me.
Crushing my sense of disappointment that beauteous Susannah was already promised to another, I said, ‘About an hour ago, I was down by the burn – I mean the beck – close to the bridge, when I was set upon by two men in ragged yellow clothing. One of them had a pistol, the muzzle of which he pressed to my chest. I believe, from the way they spoke – or attempted to speak – that they must be escaped prisoners. Frenchmen.’
Before I could say more, the irrepressible Betsey exclaimed, ‘Did they steal thy money? Had they fought with our George?’
‘Betsey!’ scolded her mother, ‘thee must learn to guard thy tongue, indeed thee must.’ 
‘No, they didn’t steal my money because I had none,’ I said. ‘All I had was my luncheon tied in a cloth. They took that. Why do you think your George might have fought them?’
There was an in-drawing of breath around the table. Betsey seemed to understand that now she really had said something she should not have, and hung her head.
An uncomfortable silence now prevailed. Somehow, I seemed to have offended in responding to the child. Unable to say anything to ease the situation, I concentrated on swallowing the excellent broth. These people might live plainly, as I had heard the Quakers did, all of them dressed in sombre shades, but they didn’t stint themselves of good food.
Wilfred Hutton steered us out of the morass by asking his family, as I had hoped he would, whether any of them had seen any sign of strangers about the farm. Everyone shook their heads.
‘Tha thinks them Frenchies?’ asked Young Wilf, who had been silent until now. ‘Could be off the Duke’s land, happen? Put to work, like?’
Everyone’s eyes, including mine, now fastened on Young Wilf. He blushed and stammered, ‘Happen not, but folk were speaking of it, when Ah were down in t’ market last fifth day.’
‘On Buccleuch’s land?’ prompted his father.
‘So t’was being said. Does tha think it could be?’ Young Wilf asked me.
‘I hadn’t thought of that, but you might be right,’ I said.
He had made a useful point. Large sections of the old royal hunting Forest of Bowland belong either to the Crown or His Grace the Duke of Buccleuch, and what those worthies choose to do on their land is not for mere mortals like me (or Sir John Hathersage, for that matter) to question. The Huttons' scorn to speak of the Duke by his title would certainly have caused that nobleman considerable offence. However, the family were feeding me, and feeding me lavishly. I didn’t feel it was up to me to correct them.
‘Why, what would such men be doing there?’ Lydia Hutton enquired; her ladle poised to dish out second helpings.
‘Work gangs?’ mused Wilfred Hutton, ‘that could be. As our Friend John Ford said at last Quarterly Meeting, is it not better that prisoners should be given useful work than be held in overcrowded cells with no occupation? Even Dukes, I fancy, would not be averse to free labour if they could get it.’
‘But Papa, what could they do?’ Dorcas, my hitherto silent neighbour, suddenly asked. 
‘Clear ditches, clear grazing land of rocks, or walling, likely.’ 
‘Would they know how, Papa? Frenchmen?’
‘Happen they can learn,’ said her brother.
‘It would seem the two I encountered didn’t care to,’ I said, ‘and had escaped, probably hoping to find a ship to take them somewhere. America perhaps.’ I’d now had time to think about this. My attackers might have had a more reasoned plan for their escape – and a better sense of geography – than I’d credited them with.
‘Martinique, Guadeloupe, French West Indies,’ suggested Wilf Hutton the elder. ‘They might well try for that. Ships for the Indies still trade out of Lancaster, even though that trade, God be praised, has ceased at last. Although there are some,’ and here he looked around sternly at his own family, ‘who fail to see the harm. Even amongst those who sit amongst us on the benches on First Day. Cotton. Sugar. All produced by enslaved negro people, and bought and sold for profit in Lancaster by people who should know better.’
He might live on an isolated farm, but Wilfred Hutton was well informed. I should have guessed that from his book-lined study. He might not be worldly himself, but worldly events did not pass him by.
I’d been horrified to learn that my employer’s father had made his money from the transportation of African slaves. True, Sir John no longer plied that evil trade, but he wouldn’t have his cotton mill in Preston, or be building a fine new house at the foot of the dale, or employing me as his agent, but for the profits his father had accrued. Would I have stayed, much as I needed a wage, if I’d discovered his son to be a slaver still? I hoped not.
Made uncomfortable by these thoughts, I turned to Susannah and said, ‘Ma’am, may I facilitate you on your forthcoming nuptials? Am I to understand that the happy day will be quite soon?’ Polite, correct, but meaningless. As the words left my mouth, I realised how ridiculous I sounded amongst these plain speakers.
Susannah, however, received them with a sunny smile, ‘on the second First Day in Fifth Month at our Meeting,’ she said, ‘I thank thee for thy kind wishes.’
Rapid mental calculation told me that Fifth Month must be the one we ordinary folk call May. ‘Do I know the fortunate fellow?’
She seemed somewhat confused by this, but her mother answered, dryly, ‘Nathaniel Braithwaite from Lane End. Thee will know the farm.’
I did indeed. A large one, situated at the foot of the dale, and more prosperous than this. Susannah, I thought, was doing well for herself, and with her charming face and manners, who could wonder at it?
‘Are you looking forward to having your own kitchen and dairy? Your own household to manage? I couldn’t bring myself to attempt this ‘theeing’ and ‘thouing,’ although here ‘you’ felt awkward too.
Susannah blushed prettily. ‘Oh, as to that, I suppose I will help where I can, but Martha Braithwaite, Nathaniel’s mother, is still very hale, and Nat spends more time at the silk mill now than on the farm. His father and brothers can manage without him. He is looking about for a house for us in Lancaster.’
‘And how will you like living in town?’ I asked, masking my surprise. I wondered what Sir John would think of these social aspirations. Farmers’ sons buying their way into mill ownership? Whatever next! But a silk mill explained Susannah’s wedding gown. Nathaniel Braithwaite sounded an ambitious young fellow, confident of success. How I envied him.
‘I think I shall like it very well,’ said artless Susannah. ‘I liked it when Dorcas and I attended the Friends School, and boarded with Rachel and Eliza Stout.’
Dorcas pulled a face. Her memories of town life − or school life − were evidently less happy.
‘Although tha was no scholar,’ chuckled Susannah’s father. ‘Dorcas got more from her schooling than ever thee did. I wasted my guineas there. Thee will have to study henceforth, to keep thy household accounts, Sukie.’
Susannah primmed her pretty lips at this and said, ‘Oh, Nat knows how I detest arithmetic, so I daresay he will help me if I get into a muddle – or Mama and Dorcas will come visiting now and then and put me straight.’
There was gentle, affectionate laughter around the table. It appeared that Susannah, though as lovely and fragrant as Mr Wordsworth’s ‘violet by a mossy stone,’ was not clever. Ah well, I thought. One cannot have everything. Would it be enough to have that lovely face smiling at one across the breakfast table, whilst knowing that the local tradesmen might be cheating one, right, left and centre? It seemed, for Nathaniel, it would.
It was Lydia Hutton who brought the conversation back to my morning’s misadventure. ‘So, what will thee do about these Frenchmen?’ she asked. I sensed that she hadn’t appreciated my complimenting Susannah. Did she fear I would make the girl vain? Or unsettle a lass on the brink of matrimony?
Full of broth, fresh-baked bread, and homemade cheese, my ruffled feelings eased, and I was ready to be magnanimous. If it had not been for the pistol, I might have been inclined to forget the whole incident.
‘I’ll write to Sir John. He will be the best person to raise the matter with the other landowners. What I cannot understand is how they came to be in this dale. It comes from no great place and leads to none.’
Around the table, heads were shaken. No one had suggestions to make.
‘I’ll walk up to High Bield this afternoon,’ I said, ‘in case they’ve seen anyone hanging about there.’
‘If tha thinks it worthwhile,’ said Wilfred Hutton. ‘They’re a strange pair, the Trawden brothers. Maybe they would take note of strangers about their place, or maybe not.’ 
The meal over, there was another, shorter, period of silent thanksgiving. Then, somewhat to my surprise, it was Lydia Hutton who doffed her apron and offered to show me ‘the short way’ up the hill to High Bield. ‘The girls will clear the meal,’ she said. ‘I’ve been back and forth between the washtub and the range all morning, and I find myself in need of a breath of air.’
Was there something she was loath to tell me in front of her husband and children? I wondered what it could be.






  
  Chapter four
Hugh


We walked, side by side, through the orchard, where plump hens pecked beneath the budding apple trees, amongst straggling leaves of snowdrops now faded and gone. I tried to thank her for the box of provisions which I now realised she’d sent to me back in January, but she waved this away. 
‘These Frenchmen with their pistol? How long, Hugh Armstrong, does thee think these men have been on the loose in Bowland? Days? Weeks? Months?’
I answered that I did not know. ‘Months, I’d very much doubt, Ma’am. The weather has been so severe throughout the winter that they could hardly have survived. They were poorly clad.’
‘Then it cannot be them, God be thanked. I was fearful, for a moment, when thee spoke of them, that they might have killed George, but I see my thought was foolish. Thee heard Betsey speak of her brother, George. He has been gone since Tenth Month – October, as thou wouldst call it.
‘I gathered he is no longer at home?’
‘He disappeared.’ She clutched at the top rail of the wicket gate that led out onto the moor. ‘My husband and young Wilf believe he may have taken the King’s shilling and gone for a soldier, but we don’t know.’ Then she continued, ‘He was restless, dissatisfied with his life of late. He told Young Wilf once he was minded to enlist and go and quarrel with Frenchmen, who could not be worse than his brother. I thought it was just childish irritation – that he’d said it to anger Wilf, who’d set him a task he disliked. I could not believe he would really do such a thing.’ She paused, breathing hard in her distress, her knuckles white against the greying wood of the gate, as she gazed out over the rising moor beyond. ‘It’s against our beliefs, thee must understand, to engage in any fightings or outward strivings.’
I nodded. This much I did know.
‘Thee goes about the Trough, Hugh Armstrong,’ she went on, turning to look me in the eye, ‘and meets with all sorts – farmers, travellers, drovers, packmen.  Does thee know – has thee heard – have there been any youths pressed for the navy in these dales? Or taken for the army by the recruiting sergeants?’
‘I haven’t heard of any such,’ I said, ‘and you are well known to be a Quaker family. They could not legally press your son for either the army or the navy. Quakers and Catholics are acknowledged to be exempt.’
She nodded. ‘But mistakes are sometimes made?’
‘I suppose that could happen. Someone told me there is a recruiting sergeant for the Lancashire Regiment of Foot based at the Militiaman Inn in Lancaster. Has your husband enquired there?’
‘Yes, but the man denied he’d ever set eyes on George. Wilfred didn’t think he was being untruthful.’
It occurred to me that there must also be naval men on the lookout for youths to press around Lancaster docks. Had George strayed down there?
Evidently, Lydia had thought of this herself. ‘George never came back to us from Yorkshire, so he surely never went on down into Lancaster. Perhaps he really has volunteered, taken the King’s shilling, as they say.’ She sighed.
‘He’d been over into Yorkshire?’ I prompted.
‘Yes, he should have been on his way back, coming through the Trough by the second week of Tenth Month. However, none of the families we know between here and Gisburn, on the Yorkshire side, have seen him.’
‘I see. He went through the Trough into Yorkshire on some business for his father?’
I was imagining a youth driving a small flock of sheep, or going to fetch a couple of heifers, Wilfred Hutton might have bought in Slaidburn livestock market. But it seemed this was not the case.
‘No, he went with his brother, Isaac, to take him to school. Isaac is twelve years old. George is fifteen now. We thought it a good opportunity for him to show what a sensible lad he could be, taking charge of his little brother. An adventure for them both.
‘You felt you could trust him?’
‘They were not to make the whole journey alone. At least two other families we know were taking their children to the school. George and Isaac were to meet up with them and walk together. As we know they did. After he saw his brother settled, George was to return with them as far as Newton-in-Bowland.’
‘But he didn’t?’
‘They say not. He set out with them as far as Leeds, where they all stayed at an ale house – Wilfred had given George funds to pay his way – but when the others rose in the morning, he was gone. They never saw him again. Robert Topham, who farms by Newton, told us he thought George might have slept poorly because the inn was filled with noisy revellers. Perhaps he rose early and set out to explore the town. They expected to meet up with him along the way, but never did. Robert told Wilfred he thought the lad must have hitched a ride on a cart, and so got too far ahead for them to catch up.’
‘Leeds? Where is this school? They walked from here to beyond Leeds?’
‘Yes, to Ackworth Friends’ School,’ she replied calmly. ‘It’s close by Pontefract. Perhaps you wouldn’t know that place? My husband calculated it’s about one hundred and sixty miles from here. That would be four or five days’ walking if the weather stayed fair. A fine adventure for the two of them. It was not as if they were travelling alone. Other families and their youngsters were with them. On the return journey, the parents were with George until he left them at Leeds.’
I knew these hill farmers were hardy folk, but I was still amazed by the idea that a twelve-year-old and a fifteen-year-old had walked one hundred and sixty miles, and the older one had almost immediately set out to do the journey in reverse.  
‘And your younger boy is safe at the school?’
‘Thanks be to God,’ she said. ‘Wilfred wrote to the superintendent. He told us he had questioned Isaac, asking if his brother had said anything to him, which gave the impression that he planned not to return, but Isaac said no. The superintendent reported that Isaac is well settled and they have high hopes for him.’
I could now think of a myriad of things which might have befallen George, the most likely being that some Recruiting Officer had laid hands on him as he walked alone through the streets of Leeds, a town where he would be a stranger. Would the boy have been believed there if he said he was a Quaker and exempt? I thought it unlikely.
I had seen accounts in the newspapers of angry skirmishes in the streets in some of the mill towns on this side of the Pennines. Men and youths had been bundled into carts to be taken off to serve in the army in the Peninsula. In vain did they protest that they were serving their country by producing cloth for army officers’ shirts. Once the army got hold of them, they were destined to be cannon fodder. This might well have been what happened to George Hutton.
‘The Friends’ Day School in Lancaster is good in its way,’ she told me. ‘We sent the others there for as long as seemed necessary for them to pick up reading, writing, and reckoning – but the Friends’ School at Ackworth has gained a reputation for teaching all branches of these new sciences, which our Isaac very much wanted to study. So, we decided to send him, despite the expense,’ she sighed. ‘I would have loved to have given Dorcas a similar chance, but we just couldn’t see our way to it.’
What I’d seen of Dorcas hadn’t suggested that she aspired to be what my brothers would have called a ‘blue stocking’. Her mother might never have heard this disparaging term used of learned women who had their noses perpetually in books.
Lydia Hutton must have sensed my surprise, because she told me, ‘We Quakers, as thee calls us, believe in equality for men and women. But alas, girls do marry and have children, and so it is difficult to justify a lengthy education, for even the cleverest girl.’
‘Ma’am,’ I said, as she loosened her hold on the wicket gate and swung it open for me to pass through, ‘I’m sorry not to be able to give you any comfortable news of your boy. I’ll certainly keep my eyes and ears open as I go about the district. If I hear anything of use, I’ll be sure to let you know.’






  
  Chapter five
Hugh


High Bield was the highest situated and most remote farm in the dale. My own dwelling, down in the valley, was named Low Bield and sometimes confused with it. As I climbed, the land grew bleaker, and both the soil and the sheep that grazed over it, thinner. However, these sheep were Swaledales, bred for their meat as well as their wool. Many had lambs at foot, and even after such a hard winter, their condition was probably better than their bedraggled fleeces suggested. 
The sun still shone, but clouds were rolling in from the Irish Sea. At this height, the views over the lower dale and out to the ocean caught my breath, but a sharp wind plucked at my hat, sending it bowling away. After chasing it amongst the thorn bushes, I was discouraged from pausing to admire the scene further. Here and there, patches of the limestone pavement had broken through the turf, and amongst these ‘clints and grikes’, a few bright pink flowers bloomed. Tiny bird’s eye primroses, rare blossoms. I gazed on them in admiration, but poetic inspiration? Alas, none was granted to me.
Then, a shout from above made me raise my head. High Bield farmhouse squatted on an open slope, where it must be scoured by every wind that blew. Similar in construction to Rush Ghyll, it nevertheless seemed less welcoming even than the cramped cottage that served as my home.
‘Bield’ is a common enough name in Scotland too, and can mean a dwelling, or just a group of farm buildings where animals are kept. I think my grandmother, on being told my address, imagined me being forced to dwell in some half-ruined shelter for sheep and cattle. Just what she would expect of the English, in fact.
No trees or bushes thrived at High Bield. Unlike Rush Ghyll, there was no walled garth, orchard, or drying ground. Instead, around it were humped untidy piles of useless or broken farm gear.
Growing closer, I heard a man’s voice crying out in anger and alarm, and then,  to my dismay, the sound of a shotgun being discharged rattled across the moor.
Cursing myself for a fool – who but one of these rushes towards the sound of gunfire when he knows himself to be unarmed and part-cripple to boot? – I hurried over the rough patch of grazing land and up a short slope to where I could see the front of the farmhouse. Before me on the ground, a man clutched at his leg, two sheepdogs crouched beside him, yowling at the sky. There were more distant howls from someone running away over the brow of the next hill.
I squatted at the injured one’s side. ‘What happened, man?’ 
‘Nothing,’ he grunted. ‘’Tis only buckshot. I’d a dispute with our Batty.’
‘Batty?’
‘Me brother. Our Batty. Bartholomew, that is, t’ give ’im ’is Sabbath Day name.’
‘Your brother shot you?’ I asked, aghast.
‘Nae, man, nae. ’Twas an accident,’ He sat up, commanding the dogs, ‘Stop that! Belt up, won’t yer!’ The dogs ceased their noise and licked their chops. The howls from the man in the distance had lessened too.
‘But you’re injured!’
‘Nae, told tha, ’tis only shot pellets. Couple o’ pellets in me leg. I’ll dig ’em out in a tick. Dogs don’t like me and Batty argufying. Happen they don’t know which side to tek.’ He hauled himself to his feet, apparently unconcerned. ‘Tha’d be t’ new agent? Mister Hugh Armstrong? Matthew Trawden at tha service. What can ah do for tha?’
‘I came about the Frenchmen – some escaped prisoners – in case you might have seen them hereabouts?’ 
‘Ain’t seen a soul save our Batty, and too much o’ he! Never seen a Frenchman in me life that I knows of. How many? What did them look like?’
‘There were two of them. They wore the uniforms they’re issued with as prisoners of the war, yellow in colour but dirty and ragged. One of them had a pistol.’
Matthew Trawden appeared to consider the matter. His dogs followed his gaze across the moor. ‘Ain’t seen any such.’ He shook his head slowly from side to side, and then something seemed to occur to him. ‘T’country’s at war with France just now, am I right?’
We, meaning the British nation, had been at war with France for nigh on twenty years, on and off. Farmer Trawden
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