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What We Know

We know a little more about the Wallaces than we knew about John and Mary White, the subjects of my previous book: Never to Return Home. But it remains cold, hard facts, not warmth and love, so this story is as much the product of imagination as the last one.

The Wallaces lived in Ireland until about 1852, when James and Eliza Wallace moved to Scotland. Students of the history of the two nations will have a fair idea of the historical background surrounding the mass migrations between the two countries at this time. I have sought to put a human face on it rather than a historical one, so I ask serious historians to forgive the licence I have taken.

All the Wallaces in this story existed in the historical periods in which they are placed. Almost all the other characters are imaginary. Similarly, the dates quoted are correct, at least to within a year or so.

Jeanie and William did lose a child in Scotland, very possibly the trigger for their move to New Zealand as I have portrayed it.

In New Zealand, the broad facts of family life are correct. Some of the characters (Taylor, Cherrie, Millington, Dr East, for example) are real historical figures, but the things I have reported them doing are likely, rather than factual. Cherrie did have extensive mining interests in North Auckland, and William Wallace had shares in his mines.

Others (the Pavlovics, Hopkinsons, the bank managers, for example) are products of my imagination, but are people we would like to have seen living around and helping a young couple trying to find their way in a strange country.

A few of the incidents are correct. William did lose his Mine Manager’s Certificate in a rubbish fire as reported, in fact the whole saga of the Certificate is broadly correct. He was a member of the Hikurangi Domain Board, and he did cut his second son out of his will, although we don’t know why.

Jeanie’s headstone in an obelisk in Kaurihohore Cemetery, and William is buried with her, although no indication of that exists on the headstone.


Prologue

The newly arrived immigrants carried on down Queen Street, passing with hardly a pause, a drapery and a milliner, and came to the Chinese greengrocer they had heard about back in the hostel, although he had no name above his door. They trooped in, and at first sight saw that his shelves carried much what they had been used to – cabbages, cauliflowers, potatoes, and onions. There were also some vegetables that they were not used to, so they first talked amongst themselves about a root which looked like an elongated purple potato. Amy, one of the single girls asked the greengrocer what it was. The best they could make from his pronunciation was cumela. The next question, was how to cook them, which created huge merriment as they tried to work out what the Chinese shopkeeper was saying. They were saved by a lady, (very much a lady, as Jeanie remarked to William later), who told them the correct pronunciation was kumara, and that you could boil it or bake it just like potatoes. 

“It is grown by the Maoris, in fact before the Europeans came it was their basic food,” she said. “It is very sweet and tasty. I use it a lot.” 

They also noticed what looked like a bunch of limp spinach. 

“Puha,” their new friend told them, “to be boiled like cabbage. It grows wild here, but mostly outside the town. I know it looks a bit limp, but it does cook up well, and is cheap. The Maoris harvest it and bring it in to sell.” 

They thanked her for her help, and one of the more adventurous suggested that they buy two kumaras, and a bunch of puha, and all share in a tasting at dinner time. So they put in a halfpenny each to pay for these new, exotic vegetables. They assumed that Janet and Mrs Johnson would know how to deal with them once they got them into the kitchen.

So they moved on down the street, past a gentlemen’s tailor and a stock feed shop to a butcher’s with the legend over his door “George Wilson and son, Purveyors of Fine Meats.”

There appeared to be no shortage of food in this place, but how would they learn to cook it? Their early explorations into eating would depend heavily on Mrs Johnson and Janet.


The Historical Context

In the late 1700s, landowners in the highlands of Scotland decided that they could farm more profitably if they had all of their land to themselves, rather than renting small parcels of land to impoverished tenant farmers. Because there were no laws about how landowners should treat their tenants, there was no redress when a tenant was evicted from the land his family had farmed for generations or from the home they had lived in for much the same length of time. After several generations of tenants, it was generally accepted, by the tenant families at least, that they had as many rights to the land as the landowners, provided that they paid their rents. Landowners, however, did not see it the same way. Many stories have been told of despairing husbands with weeping wives and children and their few pitiful possessions walking off down the highland roads with no idea where they might go or what they might now do to feed and clothe their families. Little help was forthcoming from family and friends because most of their friends and relatives were of the same class and in the same position. The only people who were certain of work were bailiffs and gamekeepers. Their role was, crudely put, to prevent people from occupying empty houses or poaching game to ensure their family’s survival.

So people from the highlands flooded into the lowland cities. This had a major effect on the lowland economies as these desperate people who could not obtain work resorted to theft, poaching and, in the worst cases, serious violence just to survive. 

A few had a little money, enough to get away in a boat to Ireland, where, it was said, there was greater opportunity. The Scots in Ireland, however, ultimately became a liability to the Irish. When the potato famine hit in the mid–1850s, the Scots were the first to lose their jobs as the whole population struggled to eat. Was Ireland with its English landlords any better than Scotland, where landlords put their own countrymen off the land? For most of the Scots in Ireland, however, their heritage was never far below the surface. Being a Scot was possibly the only source of pride left to many of these displaced people.


Chapter 1 — James And Eliza Wallace

James Wallace was born in Ireland in 1827 to Scottish parents, and brought up on stories of the great heroes of Scotland. As a child at Dromara school, however, he had a very mixed view of the respective places of Brian Boru, Robert Bruce, Cu Chulain, and the saints Andrew and Patrick in the history of the two nations. It was difficult for a child to tell what the differences were, and why the two races could not work together for their own good.

Language, too, was confused. The Scots, James’s parents and their friends, spoke their own versions of the traditional Gaelic tongue, and a form of English liberally laced with expressions which had been used by their ancestors for generations. Then there was the tongue that he learnt in his Irish school, which was not the same as his parents used. It was also not the same as his friends spoke around the playground or in their homes on the rare occasions when he was allowed to accept invitations to visit them.

“But they are my friends,” he would insist when he came home from school and asked if he could go down the road to Seamus’s place to play. “He has a football, and kicking it around is fun. What can be the harm in it?” 

Mother, it was usually mother because father was away at work, when he had work, would tell him, “You are a Scot, a person of proud heritage, and when things get better you will return to Scotland. We will be a family living in our own homeland without these poor and ignorant Irish trying to make us fit into their ways.”

James had difficulty understanding all this. He knew that he, and the other Scottish children at school, were different, although not necessarily better. Why was there this animosity? But he had to live with it, and like all young children, he just wanted to have friends and relate comfortably to all the people around him. 

James was aware of the divisions of Irish society, of course. Fully half the people in Dromara were Protestants, a slightly smaller proportion were Catholics, with others either professing no religion or something a little bit weird. He found it strange how Catholics who never went to church would refuse to even sit beside a Protestant in school, and vice versa. He could see that Protestants somehow had more money than Catholics, which meant that they were able to get more education and better jobs, allowing the adults to lord it over those who had less through no apparent fault of their own. But why should the Scots and the Irish not get on, after all, they came from a very similar heritage? 

He wasn’t impressed by his parent’s arguments, which seemed to him to be very superficial. They seemed to think that the very fact of being a Scot made one superior. James knew, however, that there were Irish boys at school far cleverer than he was, and whose parents were in better jobs than his parents. Nonetheless, he was continually being told not to be too influenced by these Irish peasants, but to be proud of being a Scot.

As James got older he sometimes discussed these issues with his older siblings John, Susannah and Betty. James, the baby, was six years younger than the oldest, John, and they all had the same problems and the same ideas at school, “Why can’t we all be the same?” His brothers and sisters confided in him that there were some severe tensions at their places of work, mainly because of the way the bosses treated the workers. There were few, if any scraps between Irish and Scot, or between Catholic and Protestant. It was the bosses who played one off against the other. 

As James got older and a little more mature, he guessed that he, and indeed his brother and sisters, had fought his parents as far as any of them wanted to go. It would have to be left to later generations to break down these traditional but senseless barriers. Meanwhile, he had to do the best with the friends he had, most of whom were Scottish, and with the very few Irish boys his parents would let him associate with. 

The children never fully understood this blind loyalty to Scotland. They heard, weekly or more often, about what had actually happened in Scotland to drive their parents, or their parents’ parents, out. While there had been little possibility of them ever owning land in Scotland, there was even less chance of doing that in Ireland. This was partly because of the possessiveness of the mainly Protestant English landlords, and partly because the displacement of so many Scots had meant that the demand for any kind of land and work had grown. When a landowner could get good, often extortionate, rents, why would he sell?

When father decided that James, at the age of twelve, should leave school and start contributing to the family’s support, the issue changed. The problem now was obtaining work, any work. It wasn’t easy to come by, and there was nothing available in Dromara where the family was eking out an existence with father and elder brother John both employed as day labourers on local farms. There were plenty of days when neither were employed, so it was decided that James’s target should be to try to get a regular job with fixed hours of work. This would provide some sort of stability, with the work of the other family members being considered a kind of extra. Susannah also had a stable job as a live in domestic servant for a prosperous farming family down the road, while Betty stayed home to help mother with the housekeeping and the younger children. 

James occasionally thought, “Why me? Why can’t one of us get an education to try to lift the next generation out of poverty? Why should Betty have it soft?” But, after one or two brief protests, he accepted that he was going to have to find work, and Betty would be at home.

It rapidly became obvious that James would not get work around Dromara, but he was told that there was plenty of work going in the ironstone mines in Newry, about 20 miles away. So one Friday afternoon he said “Goodbye” to his friends at school, and on Sunday the family did not go to church, but spent time saying goodbye to him and helping him pack his bag and prepare for his new job. He trudged off down the road, looking back only once, at the corner before the village disappeared from sight. He hoped that this road would lead to fortune. He reflected, as he passed through other villages, that no one had seemed sorry to see him go. He had heard of weeping women crying out to their men not to go away, and of men with tears in their eyes, but his father just shook his hand and said that he hoped James would keep in touch. James rightly suspected that this meant, “we expect that a fair share of your wages will be returned to the family.”

James recalled that mother had taken his older sister to her first job, and discussed her situation with her prospective employers. No such luxury for him. His first task after finding a place to live in the new town, would be to find an employer. “I suppose,” he reflected as he walked, “that this is what they mean when they tell a twelve-year-old that it is time he became a man.”

In the early stages, everything worked out well. James didn’t need to walk the whole distance to Newry, he received several short rides in pony traps, which not only saved his legs, but reinforced his view that the Irish and the Scots could get on well if only the older generation would allow them to. No one stopped a cart and told him to get off when they heard his accent, in fact all were happy to talk to him, and one man carried him an extra mile or so because, he said, “It doesn’t really matter which road I take, it isn’t much further this way and will help you a lot.”

“Strangers,” he thought as he trudged on, “can be very nice people. Even Irish strangers.”

James had been told to look up two Scottish families his father knew of in Newry, in the belief that one or other of them could help him find lodgings, and so it turned out. The first sent him to their neighbour down the road, who offered him a bed at a very fair rate, so he had no need to search further. When he knocked on their door and, introduced himself with a brief outline of the situation in Dromara, board, was rapidly forthcoming. They told James that he was better being a bit crowded with them than being forced to live with an Irish family. A few words like “Catholic” and “uneducated” were used during this discussion. James had no wish to get into a political or religious debate before he had even settled down in their parlour, so he thanked the lady of the house graciously and moved himself and his bag in.

People back in Dromara had talked of plenty of jobs and good money to be made as an ironstone miner, and James found, as his next piece of good fortune, that this was so. He had arrived in Newry on Sunday afternoon, and on the Monday he went to the mine office with his landlord, to be introduced to the foreman, who, “is always looking for good men.” James was proud to be called both “good” and a “man,” and decided that he would have no hesitation in pointing out his new status to his family when he next saw them. 

So he was hired, to his great delight, as a trainee miner. After only half an hour sorting out some issues about pay, safety and expected output, James was fully equipped with the tools he would need, had had it explained to him in great detail how he would be paying for them, and was heading for the mine. As he was taken down the track to be shown his workplace, he reflected in a somewhat sacrilegious way that, “the Lord giveth and the Lord taketh away.” This came about when he realised that he would be earning about sixteen shillings a week, less a lot of money. 

Miners were paid four shillings a ton, and he should be good for four or five tons a week if conditions were good. However, the mining company would be holding back one shilling and sixpence a week for most of the first year to pay for the tools and equipment they had advanced him so that he could start work. Then he was to send some money home to his family, who had, after all, supported him all his life. Then he had to pay his board and lodgings, and he hoped that he might have a few pence left for himself at the end of it. 

Indeed, the Lord did both give and take away. But it was a start towards manhood and a new life. 

Ironstone Miner James found that the job was not as bad as he had expected. He had envisaged himself getting into a little cage with a whole lot of other men, going down into the pit and not seeing daylight until he was hauled to the surface again some twelve hours later. His friends in Dromara, who had never had anything to do with mining, had agreed with him and embroidered the stories. But, because the ironstone was close to the surface this, and a number of other mines, were worked as “open cast mines.” In this mining method the soil over the top of the ironstone was removed and the men could work in daylight, even if there was a huge amount of surface water around. 

It was still hard, heavy work, but at least the workers weren’t bent double in a dark, smelly, dripping wet tunnel with the fear of explosive gas and collapse at any time. Rather it was upright work, and the workers only got really wet above the knees on the days that it rained. It was also filthy work, as the ironstone was mixed with clay, which had to be washed out, so everything was wet and slippery including pick and shovel handles. After the clay had been washed out, the stone was mixed with coal which was then set alight to burn out everything except the iron itself. The constant smell of smoke, with the air full of soot, made James glad that he was a miner, not a fireman responsible for tending these fires. It went without saying that the poorest grade of coal was used to fire up the ironstone. This produced the maximum quantity of grimy ash, like black porridge when it got wet, or a revolting cloud of airborne soot if it was dry with a little wind. However, as James reflected from time to time, this place provided men’s work, and he was doing it, and contributing to his family’s needs. 

He had met Billy Stewart, a Scottish carter who was generally reckoned to be honest. Billy agreed that, on his regular trips from Newry to Dromara and back, he would take a portion of James’s wages to his family. These carters lived a mysterious life in James’s opinion. They were forever loading up their drays with goods or produce of some sort, and heading off to some other part of the county, coming back as often as they could, with goods that were needed in other parts of the country. They worked long hours, then when they got back they had to put a lot of time into looking after their horses. James’s job might have been wet and dirty, but he decided that he preferred the regular hours and stable home life to carting. Regardless of the mine management taking money out of his wages, and the dirt which needed washing off more frequently than most people needed to wash, he was not at risk of losing his job because his horse had died. The story was going around the village of a carter who had to give up his business because one of his horses had literally dropped dead on the road. He could not afford to buy another one, so was trying to sell his cart and his remaining horse and go into the mine as more or less the only alternative.

James quickly settled in to the lifestyle in Newry. He was well looked after by his landlady, got on well with her husband, and could relate to their young family. He was also starting to build a social life with the men he worked with. There were a number of boys of his age, all of whom were referred to as men and treated as men, including the requirement that they produce a man’s worth of work each day. Most of the younger ones were involved with football teams and other social activities such as the miners’ brass band. This latter, while interesting in a way, did not really grip his imagination. As time moved on, however, he did start getting interested in Friday night dances and similar social activities. 

The Miners’ Trade Union, of which he was a member, was active in working to improve conditions in the mine, but also saw its role as to improve people’s standard of living and lifestyle. The Union put on regular events like sports days and the annual picnic down by the river, which was a great day out for everyone. Here there were games such as football and tug of war, the latter in particular being associated with much cheering and squealing from the girls. For the younger children there were running, egg and spoon and three legged races. The women spent the day ensuring that their children got plenty of opportunity to participate in the races, and setting out the food for the picnic lunch. They also managed to spend plenty of time talking to each other, comparing the respective merits of their children and their husbands.

Never having had any involvement with such workplaces, more with the relatively solitary and transient nature of casual farm labouring, James found these big crowded activities interesting and fun. The first few times he went with his hosts, and didn’t quite understand what was going on. He was not sure whether he should stay with them and be part of their family or link up with his workmates. His landlady was in no doubt about what he should be doing, so he soon joined the company of his new friends from work. He enjoyed the opportunity to kick the football around, but also to sit in a group with a glass of Guinness in his hand talking about all sorts of things. The talk was fun, and felt mature, and there was even the possibility that the conversation would end with a conclusion or a new topic, rather than the siren closing off whatever they were talking about, as happened each working day after the lunch break. He also enjoyed the way some of the young girls hung around the group, hoping that they might be noticed by some of these boys who were trying so hard to be men.

He never became a serious drinker like some of his friends, being a person who enjoyed the company of social people rather than the drinking, which some people saw as essential to the enjoyment of life. But as time went on the group started to move in different directions due mainly to the influence of the young ladies. James was once more able to reflect on the freedom associated with being away from home. He did not have to ensure that he associated only with nice Scottish lassies but could take girls as they were and just enjoy their company. The girls, of course, were under certain pressures from their parents, but that didn’t seem to mean that they could not associate with the boys. 

James still went home occasionally, when his carter friend was doing a round trip to Dromara on James’s day off. Once, after he had been in Newry several years, the union called the miners out on strike to demand safety improvements, after a man was killed in the mine when a slag heap fell on him. James hung around for a day after the men went out, then decided that he might as well take the opportunity to go home for a few days since he couldn’t work. Once there, he found himself quickly tiring of his mother’s constant talk about, “the right kind of friends,” and, “settling down with the right girl and giving us some grandchildren.” His translation of the word right was Scottish, and since he had met no Scottish lass in Newry with whom he wanted to settle down and start providing grandchildren, he lost interest in this conversation. The more so because there was an Irish girl whom he had almost decided he wanted to marry. But it was not yet time to say that. 

After two days of what he thought of as nagging and his mother thought of as getting him back on the straight and narrow, James decided that the mine needed him. So he set off to walk back to Newry, receiving, as usual, several rides to help him on his way.

James never worked out whether it was his disagreement with his parent’s views of the superiority of the Scots, or whether it was a simple case of love that led to his marriage. Whatever it was, on a fine Spring day in 1850 James Wallace, aged 23, stood in the front of the Donaghmore Presbyterian Church in Newry with nineteen-year-old Eliza Wright, a bonny Irish seamstress, taking her vows by his side. A number of James’s friends from Newry were in the church to witness this event, but to James’s sorrow none of his own family were able to make it. It appeared, however, from some messages conveyed to him by Billy Stewart, the carter, that they had become reconciled to the idea that now that he was away from home he had become his own man. 

When James had sent his mother a letter telling her of his intentions and inviting his family to attend the occasion, mother’s reply, short and to the point, wished him well with his plans for the future and expressed sorrow that they could not attend the wedding. There was no more than a hint that he might have done better for himself if he had taken his parents’ advice about marrying into a Scottish family. 

Eliza, it turned out, was also a woman of strong opinions and even stronger plans of action. She had been suggesting, even before they were engaged, that she was less than impressed with life in Newry, but his hopes that he might find a position closer to home in Dromara did not impress her either. 

Eliza had been blunt in one of the post engagement discussions on their future. 

“I don’t want my man coming home soaked to the skin most days, and covered with clay and ash and all other sorts of grime. I want a man whom I can kiss into the house without getting my clothes covered in the same mess.”

“I won’t get a job like that in Newry,” James told her, “so maybe it is back to Dromara to find a farm job.”

“Are there any farm jobs going in Dromara?”

“There weren’t when I lived there. There may be now.”

That more or less killed the discussion for the time, but it went on relentlessly after they were married.

“This Newry is not much of a place,” Eliza would say time and again, “with its rain, and the dirty pit that you work in. But there is no benefit in going 20 miles down the road to a similar town but no work.”

One day, some months after their marriage, Eliza tried something different. “My family is here, yours is there, so one of us is always going to miss out. Why don’t we go somewhere new, where we can make a new start together? We’ve both got energy and some skills, let’s try to make a go of it.”

This last opened up new horizons for James. He had never thought of leaving what he regarded as home. In terms of his ability to find a job, he knew what he knew from the mine in Newry, and a bit from agricultural work at home in Dromara, but not a lot more. Eliza was a seamstress working in a clothing factory. She had skills that could be transferred anywhere in the world, she suggested.

“I have heard,” James said, “of places around the world, such as China, where people who need servants or other manual workers use the local poor people, sometimes several, to do what one person could do here. And each gets a share of the wage, so no one is well off.”

“I’ve heard those stories too,” Eliza countered. “But this is not China. I don’t know what China has to do with anything. I am sure that I could find work anywhere in Ireland, maybe even in England or Scotland. Everyone needs people to sew for them, and you have both brains and strength, so I am sure that you could also earn money wherever we were.”

England or Scotland were new ideas for James. He had heard his parents talking about a return to Scotland many a time, but it had never occurred to him that he might do it without them. Was it really such a good idea?

“Can we afford to take a risk like that?” he asked his wife. “I have a little money saved, and I know you have too, but it will take all that we have, maybe more if we don’t get work very soon after we arrive. And you might be treated in Scotland as the Irish treat us here. I would not want that for you.”

“I can cope with that,” Eliza said. “Let them just try it and see what happens.”

By the end of their first year of marriage, by dint of saving what they could, and living with Eliza’s parents to save a little bit more, they had made their decision. They just needed to determine how to carry it out. Finally, the push was provided by Eliza’s announcement that she was pregnant, “and if we are going to go we ought to go now, while I am fit enough to help set us up, and we can ensure that our baby gets a good start in that new life.”

“Where are we going to go?” James asked, with perhaps a little fear in his voice. “I agree with you that going anywhere in Ireland would be of little benefit to us, so what is your idea? Are you still thinking of England or Scotland?” 

“It has to be across the water somewhere, maybe America?”

James shuddered. “I don’t think that I want to take you, and in particular our new baby to a place like that. From what I have heard you never know when the next native uprising is going to be, and because you also don’t know where it is going to be, you can’t choose a home that is safe. No, if Scotland is as good as my parents say, let’s go there.”

Eliza agreed, because, like many Irish, she actually had a high opinion of the Scots as good people and good workers. Otherwise, as James commented once, and only once, why would she have married a Scot?

So began a flurry of activity, as they sold up such of their meagre possessions that they could not take with them. Some six weeks later they said goodbye to Eliza’s family and set out for Belfast where they would board the ferry which would take them across to Glasgow and a whole new life. 

They had considerable good fortune as they planned their journey. Billy Stewart, James’s carter friend, had a schedule which had him returning to Dromara on the day before they had decided to leave. He was pleased to be able to offer them a ride, “uncomfortable as it may be,” he said, on his cart, for the whole 25 miles. In anticipation of taking up this offer, James wrote to his mother asking if they could stay with the family on the next Thursday night. He did not get a reply, so they went ahead on the assumption that they would be made welcome.

When they arrived at Dromara they were indeed welcomed, albeit a little coolly. They were told, however, by James’s mother, that she was glad that her son was taking her advice about something that was important in life, even if he had not married in the way she would have wished. There were other undertones which made them both feel less than welcome, so they escaped as soon as they decently could the next morning.

They arrived in Belfast in the early afternoon, having left Dromara after breakfast. Not knowing how much of the twelve miles they might have to walk, they had not lingered too long. They had, however, received several rides so only had to walk a few miles. The only cost was that James was asked to pay for one of the rides by helping unload some bales of wool off the cart in which they were riding. James thought it was a small price to pay for what they had received. 

“I have long been critical of Ireland and the Irish,” James remarked to his wife. “But on this journey, so far, I think that the Irish have been very helpful. It is my Scottish family which seemed to have been less than welcoming.”

So they went straight down to the wharf to find that a ferry would be leaving in two hours’ time, and therefore they could save the cost of a night’s accommodation in Belfast. They would be able to get an uncomfortable sleep on the ferry, which took until morning to travel the 160 miles to Greenock, a port near Glasgow. The fare was one shilling each.

Five months pregnant, Eliza was starting to feel the strain of the day, and wanted nothing more than to be able to sit down and have something to eat and drink. Not far from the wharf was a shop which was set up to cater for people like them, a cheap little place which had some tables and chairs outside, and sold cakes and cups of tea for a penny each. James bought a cake for Eliza, and a cup of tea for each of them, and as they sat outside the shop consuming these, they discussed their journey so far. 

“Saying goodbye wasn’t too bad,” Eliza remarked, “although I did think that your mother was going to have a fit at one stage.” 

“So did I,” replied James. “Considering everything my mother has said in the past about the Irish, I thought she might have been pleased that I was going to Scotland. She did actually say that at one stage, but overall she didn’t seem to be too happy about it.”

“She was worried about her grandchildren,” Eliza said.

“But she hasn’t got any, not from us yet, anyway,” replied James. “How can she be worried about them when they don’t exist?”

“No, silly, that is the point. She is worrying that she might never see our children, the little one I am carrying, and any more we might have.”

By this time the ferry had arrived at the wharf, and was discharging its passengers, tired, it appeared, after their long journey from Glasgow. While James and Eliza watched the incoming passengers disembark, Eliza started to worry that it looked like only a “little” ferry. 

“How many times a day or a week do you think this boat has done this trip?” James asked. “I can tell you, it is many, and as far as I know and can see, it has never had a serious accident. So come on now, let us get on board, we’ll see if we can get you a good sheltered seat so you can be comfortable on the journey. Remember, it might only be Scotland, but you are a brave pioneering woman to travel even that far.”

They had been told, and to some extent had seen from the number of empty houses in their home towns, that many Irish, as well as the Scots, were escaping the potato famine. Settling back in Scotland and other places reversed the trend of the clearances. What they had not been able to fully understand was what this meant in numbers on the boat. Many people were crowded around the man at the foot of the gangway who was selling tickets and clipping tickets for those who had bought them elsewhere. Everyone was trying to ensure that they got good seats on the ferry, so that they would be sheltered from the wind and any waves that might break over the boat. 

This led James to remark to Eliza, “I knew that things were not the best in Ireland, but what I hadn’t realised was that people are fleeing in their thousands. I wonder what the future is likely to be for Ireland, with so many leaving, including so many young families. Or, I suppose, the future for Scotland with so many young families settling there.” As he said it, he glanced quickly and fondly at his “young family” making Eliza blush, but smile in delight at the same time.

As they got on board, a mother with several small children clustered around her took one look at Eliza’s obvious pregnancy and said, “You go with my best wishes, young lady, but I don’t hold high hopes. I was in love and loved my children, then my man was killed in a mine accident. Now look at me, trying to get home to my mother so that I can get some help with the children and go out to earn some money to keep us all. I hope things go better for you.”

Eliza was a little disturbed by this dampening of her hopes before the journey had really started, but, when she had gathered her thoughts together, was able to say to the woman, “Thank you for your advice, but we do have high hopes and will work together to achieve them. We obviously don’t know what God has in store for us, but hope and pray that we can cope with whatever the world has to offer us in the near future.”

James and Eliza, like many of the passengers, had never been on a boat before, so they had a mix of wonder, trepidation and downright fear, particularly for the welfare of their unborn baby. Eliza’s concern was that her baby might be shaken up in a storm, or even in the course of a normal sea voyage. Nothing James could say or do could set her mind at rest on this matter, even when he told her that she was quite happy travelling by horse and cart, which would probably shake her more than most boats ever would. But the trip was calm, and the boat travelled with only a gentle rocking motion, very quickly sending Eliza to sleep on James’s shoulder, while James sat and marvelled at everything that was going on around him. 

He found that he was continually asking questions in his mind, such as, “How does the captain know where he is going when you can see so much width of coast in front of us? There is no road to follow, and I understand that the maps he follows don’t have any routes marked on them. I guess that he must have some landmark that he aims the ship towards,” and, “How do people hold on when the sea gets really rough?” and, “I don’t mind mining, even what I understand of underground mining, I could cope with that, I think. But how would I feel if I was shovelling coal down in what I have heard called the bowels of the ship, especially when there is so much motion?” 

This last because, from where he sat, he could observe through the open hatches firemen shovelling huge amounts of coal into the furnaces which heated the boilers. He decided that he would rather stay on land to shovel coal or whatever else he was called on to do, even underground if necessary. Those who wished to do this kind of work at sea were welcome to it. It did occur to him that it might not be as easy as that. People such as himself had to take what work they could get and be grateful. As night descended, James was able to put more effort into thinking because there was less that he could see beyond the immediate confines of the vessel. He was also able to doze fitfully, although his constant awareness of Eliza’s needs meant that he did not get anything like a comfortable night.

In due course they came nearer to the coast, with day breaking, and they could start to pick out specific points on land. At about the same time the sea started to get a bit rougher, which James again had trouble understanding. The increasing motion of the ship, however, stirred Eliza, who blearily asked what was happening. “Is a storm coming up?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” James replied. “It seems that the motion is increasing as we get closer to the shore. I don’t understand why.”

A man sitting next to them said, “I understand that, as the water gets shallower, there is more motion as the waves bounce off the floor of the ocean, or off any rocks that might be down there. That chops the surface of the water up.”

Eliza shivered. “I don’t like the idea of rocks under the water,” she said, “I thought that was how ships got wrecked, by hitting rocks.”

Their new found friend replied, “True, but the captain has charts that tell him where the dangerous rocks are, so he can sail around them. But most of the rocks are too deep down to bother a ship.” 

James revived his earlier thought about how the captain knew where he was in this vast area with no roads. But he didn’t say it, rightly assuming that cleverer people than he had already solved that problem and not wanting Eliza to start on a new line of fear.

Eliza accepted this apparently expert opinion gratefully, and she and James entered into a desultory conversation with their new friend, who introduced himself as William Thompson. He said that he had left Scotland some years ago and had now established himself in business in Belfast. “I’m doing well there as a furniture maker,” he said, “and my factory supplies a lot of shops in England and Scotland, as well as Ireland. One of the things that I have found out is that, if you make, or sell, a good product at a fair price you can’t go far wrong, even in depressed times like this.”

The conversation continued, with James and Eliza asking questions and William answering them. Even with their lack of sophistication, it soon became obvious to them that he was giving out considerably more so called knowledge than he actually possessed. Nonetheless, they enjoyed his company, but found that they became more interested in what was happening around them as the ferry arrived closer to the port of Greenock. People were gathering together packages and children ready to disembark, and the sailors were laying out ropes in preparation for tying the vessel to the wharf.

They were, in fact, so interested in what was going on that they neglected to look after their own interests. Hence they found themselves right at the back of the queue when at last the ship tied up and the gangway was run out so people could stream ashore. Their new friend William had disappeared into the crowd, so they were, as James remarked a few minutes later, alone in the middle of a crowd of people.
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