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    Across the windswept moors of seventeenth-century Scotland, private conscience collides with public power, and every act of loyalty carries a cost. Walter Scott’s Old Mortality turns this conflict into a historical novel of unusual breadth, combining political unrest, religious conviction, family allegiance, and personal judgment. Its world is shaped by the struggle surrounding the Presbyterian Covenanters and the royal government during a troubled period in Scottish history. Yet the novel’s force does not depend only on its historical setting. It asks how individuals should act when inherited ties, moral ideals, and immediate dangers demand incompatible forms of obedience.

First published in 1816, Old Mortality appeared as part of Scott’s Tales of My Landlord, Second Series. By that date Scott had already transformed the possibilities of prose fiction through his historical novels, which joined carefully realized past worlds to invented central characters and dramatic plots. The novel is commonly associated with the Waverley novels, the large body of fiction Scott published anonymously during this period. Its original publication context matters because Scott presented history not as remote chronicle but as a living field of argument, remembered differently by people whose identities and interests place them on opposing sides.

Scott, born in Edinburgh in 1771, was a Scottish poet, editor, antiquary, and novelist before his death in 1832. His deep knowledge of Scottish traditions, law, balladry, and local history informed his fiction, while his professional experience as an advocate and later as a court official sharpened his sense of institutions and social order. In Old Mortality, these interests meet in a narrative attentive to speech, custom, landscape, and political division. The result is not a simple pageant of the past, but a novel concerned with how historical pressures enter domestic life, friendship, reputation, and individual choice.

The title draws attention to an act of remembrance. Scott based the figure of Old Mortality on Robert Paterson, a real man known for tending and restoring inscriptions on the graves of Scottish Covenanters. This image of preserving endangered memory introduces a central concern of the book: the past survives through stories, monuments, arguments, and acts of devotion, but none of these preserves it without interpretation. The novel therefore approaches history as something contested rather than settled. Different characters inherit different accounts of suffering, authority, and duty, and the reader is invited to recognize the emotional power as well as the limitations of each account.

The action is set principally in Scotland during 1679 and 1680, amid conflicts connected with the Covenanters, Scottish Presbyterians who resisted royal control of the church. Scott places his fictional protagonist, Henry Morton, within this charged environment, where political authority and religious conviction cannot easily be separated. Morton’s encounters with people from sharply divided backgrounds provide the novel with its central movement, without reducing its world to a neat contest between virtue and vice. The historical premise permits Scott to examine extremity from several directions: official coercion, popular resistance, personal ambition, communal memory, and the difficult search for moderation.

Old Mortality has retained classic status in part because it gives historical fiction a serious intellectual task. Scott does not use the past merely for costume, adventure, or picturesque scenery, though the novel possesses all three in abundance. He uses it to test how people understand justice when they possess incomplete knowledge and face urgent pressures. The book’s enduring themes include toleration, fanaticism, civil conflict, loyalty, and the consequences of political violence. These themes gain force from Scott’s refusal to make historical conflict emotionally simple. Readers encounter convictions that can inspire courage and convictions that can harden into destructive certainty.

The novel also displays the narrative methods for which Scott became foundational. It brings together fictional characters and documented historical circumstances, employs varied registers of speech, and gives regional landscape an active role in the moral atmosphere of the story. Its framing and storytelling devices draw attention to the way narratives are transmitted, shaped, and disputed. Scott’s historical novels exerted a major influence on the development of the historical novel in Britain, Europe, and beyond. Later writers inherited from him the powerful model of placing imagined lives within periods of social transformation rather than treating history as a fixed background.

Scott’s achievement lies partly in his capacity to present a divided society as more than an abstract conflict of ideas. In Old Mortality, religious language, political allegiance, and local affiliation affect the ways characters speak, remember, and judge one another. The novel’s attention to competing voices makes its historical setting feel densely inhabited. It also explains why the book remains rewarding for readers interested in the relationship between narrative and power. No community’s self-description is entirely neutral, and no inherited tradition arrives without the marks of selection, grief, pride, or controversy. Scott makes those pressures central to the experience of reading history.

Although the novel engages a specifically Scottish past, its questions reach beyond Scotland. What obligations does a person owe to family, faith, law, or country when those claims conflict? Can political order be defended without injustice, and can resistance avoid becoming another form of oppression? Such questions give the book its continuing seriousness. Scott examines them through characters whose commitments are shaped by particular historical circumstances, rather than by modern assumptions. That historical distance is one of the novel’s strengths: it requires readers to enter an unfamiliar moral landscape and to consider the costs of decisions before applying easy judgments.

For a modern reader, the novel may also be approached as an exploration of memory and commemoration. The graves associated with its title suggest that public remembrance is never merely decorative. To preserve a name or an inscription is to make a claim about what deserves honor, mourning, or attention. Scott recognizes both the dignity of such acts and the disputes that surround them. Old Mortality consequently offers a rich meditation on how nations tell stories about conflict. It asks readers to notice not only heroic action and suffering, but also the processes by which later generations arrange, inherit, and revise their understanding of the past.

The book’s style reflects Scott’s interest in historical texture. Its formal narration, dialogue, descriptive passages, and shifts among social groups create a broad canvas, while its pacing allows political events to develop alongside personal relationships. Readers encountering Scott for the first time may find that the novel asks patience, especially where historical and religious contexts are unfamiliar. That patience is repaid by the complexity of its world. Old Mortality does not offer history as a lesson with a single conclusion; it presents history as an arena in which motives are mixed, information is partial, and moral decisions remain difficult even when the stakes are clear.

Old Mortality endures because it joins narrative excitement to a searching account of conscience under pressure. Written by Walter Scott in 1816 and set amid the religious and political turmoil of seventeenth-century Scotland, it remains one of the works through which the historical novel established its lasting reach. Its concern with polarized communities, contested memory, state power, and principled dissent continues to speak to contemporary readers. By returning to a past marked by division, Scott invites reflection on the stories societies preserve and the judgments they make. That combination of historical richness, moral complexity, and human urgency sustains the novel’s classic appeal.
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    Published in 1816 as part of the second series of Walter Scott’s Tales of My Landlord, Old Mortality is a historical novel set amid the religious and political upheavals of Scotland in 1679. Its title recalls the real-life figure Robert Paterson, known for tending the graves of Presbyterian Covenanters. Scott uses this association to introduce a narrative concerned with contested memory, religious conviction, and the human costs of civil conflict. The novel places private attachments and local loyalties against a widening struggle between the royal government and dissenting Scottish Presbyterians.

The book begins with a framing encounter between the narrator and the elderly grave-restorer called Old Mortality. As he travels through churchyards repairing inscriptions associated with persecuted Covenanters, the old man preserves a version of the past that official accounts may neglect. This opening establishes the novel’s interest in how history is remembered and interpreted. It also leads into a tale presented as an account of the turbulent Covenanting period, when Scotland’s religious divisions had become inseparable from questions of authority, law, and national allegiance.

The central action follows Henry Morton, a young man whose sympathies are tested by the unrest surrounding him. Morton is connected to the household of Lady Margaret Bellenden at Tillietudlem Castle and is attached to her granddaughter, Edith Bellenden. Their relationship is complicated by expectations of rank, family authority, and political uncertainty. Morton initially seeks to avoid taking an extreme position, but events make neutrality increasingly difficult. His personal fortunes become tied to the rival claims of government supporters, moderate dissenters, and more militant Covenanters.

Scott depicts the Covenanters not as a single, uniform movement but as a community divided by temperament and purpose. Some characters are driven by sincere religious conscience and resentment of oppression, while others embrace uncompromising language and violent methods. The formidable John Balfour of Burley represents a militant tendency within the rebellion, pressing for resistance without concession. Through Morton’s encounters with such figures, the novel examines the attraction and danger of political absolutism. It asks whether just grievances can be pursued without reproducing the cruelty they oppose.

On the government side, the novel presents military and political power through figures including John Graham of Claverhouse and Lord Evandale. Their presence gives the conflict both an official and personal dimension, particularly because Lord Evandale is also connected to the Bellenden household and to Edith’s future. Scott does not reduce these opponents to simple villains. Instead, he contrasts their discipline, courage, and loyalty to the Crown with the harsh policies and coercive practices that deepen popular resentment. The resulting tensions make personal honor difficult to separate from public duty.

As disturbances spread, Morton becomes drawn into the Covenanting rising, despite his reservations about its leadership and aims. The movement gathers people from varied social backgrounds, including farmers, tenants, soldiers, ministers, and local gentry. Scott follows the uneasy process by which private wrongs, religious ideals, and regional grievances become organized rebellion. Debates among the insurgents reveal disagreements about strategy, legitimacy, and the limits of compromise. Morton’s position remains especially precarious because he tries to act humanely while being judged by factions that demand clear and total allegiance.

The novel also gives substantial attention to ordinary life under pressure. At Tillietudlem and in the surrounding countryside, servants, tenants, and family members respond to danger according to their differing interests and beliefs. Cuddie Headrigg and Jenny Dennison provide a ground-level perspective on the conflict’s effects, while Lady Margaret’s attachment to older customs represents another form of resistance to rapid change. These domestic scenes do more than offer relief from political action: they show how national disputes enter households, alter relationships, and expose the unequal vulnerability of people across class and gender.

Military confrontation becomes increasingly central as the government moves to suppress the insurgency and the rebels confront the practical demands of campaign and command. Historical events, including the gathering of Covenanting forces and the conflict associated with Bothwell Bridge, provide the novel with a broad public setting. Scott emphasizes confusion, divided leadership, and the difficulty of maintaining principle amid fear and violence. Morton’s efforts to preserve moderation and protect those around him are repeatedly challenged by the escalating situation, while the Bellenden family’s security and future are placed under growing strain.

Old Mortality ultimately uses the Covenanting crisis to explore the burdens of inherited conflict and the unstable line between conviction and fanaticism. Rather than treating history as a simple contest of heroes and villains, Scott shows competing loyalties shaped by faith, class, family, and memory. The grave-restorer’s devotion to preserving neglected names remains an important emblem of the novel’s concern with historical remembrance. Its enduring significance lies in its nuanced portrayal of civil division and its cautionary reflection on the ways noble ideals, political power, and personal passions can collide.
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    Old Mortality is set principally in the Scottish Lowlands during the crisis of 1679, with its wider action reaching into the later years of the Stuart restoration. Scotland was then ruled by Charles II through royal officials, the Scottish Privy Council, local magistrates, and a restored episcopal structure in the Church of Scotland. The central conflict concerns Presbyterians known as Covenanters, who resisted bishops and claimed the right to organize worship independently of royal control. Scott places private loyalties, local authority, armed enforcement, and religious conviction within this fraught institutional setting, making the political order of Restoration Scotland essential to the novel's world.

The background to this conflict lay in the National Covenant of 1638 and the Solemn League and Covenant of 1643. Many Scots had pledged to defend Presbyterian church government against the introduction of episcopal authority and religious policies associated with the Stuart monarchy. The Covenanter movement became a major force in the Wars of the Three Kingdoms, the interconnected civil wars fought in Scotland, England, and Ireland from the late 1630s through the early 1650s. Although the movement included people of varied social ranks and political aims, its traditions of covenanting, resistance, and religious discipline remained powerful after the monarchy was restored.

The Restoration of Charles II in 1660 reversed much of the Presbyterian settlement established during the preceding decades. In 1661 the Scottish Parliament rescinded legislation passed since 1633, and episcopacy was restored to the national church. Royal policy treated obedience to the crown and conformity to the episcopal church as closely connected. This made church government a constitutional and political question rather than a merely theological dispute. Old Mortality reflects the consequences of this settlement by showing a society in which sermons, oaths, parish appointments, and public worship could expose people to official scrutiny and punishment.

A decisive early measure came in 1662, when ministers who had entered parish livings during the Presbyterian period were required to obtain presentation from patrons and collation from bishops. Those who would not comply were removed from their charges; roughly 270 ministers were ejected. Many continued to preach outside the established church, often at large open-air services called conventicles. The expulsions disrupted parish life and strengthened attachment to ministers regarded by their congregations as lawful spiritual guides. Scott's narrative repeatedly draws upon this tension between the official parish church and worship conducted beyond its authority.

The religious dispute was inseparable from the texture of Lowland rural society. Lairds, tenant farmers, herdsmen, craftsmen, burgh inhabitants, ministers, and local officials lived within networks of landholding, kinship, patronage, and parish discipline. Travel was commonly on horseback or on foot, while roads were often difficult and communications could be slow outside the burghs. Open-air preaching nevertheless enabled ministers to reach substantial gatherings, especially in the south-western shires. The novel's movement through moors, farms, villages, and market towns reflects a world in which local geography shaped both government surveillance and the ability of dissenters to assemble.

Government repression had already produced armed resistance before the events most closely associated with the novel. In 1666, discontent over religious penalties and military exactions contributed to the Pentland Rising. Covenanter insurgents marched toward Edinburgh but were defeated at Rullion Green in the Pentland Hills. Subsequent executions and imprisonments deepened hostility toward the authorities. The rising demonstrated that enforcement of religious conformity could turn local grievance into rebellion, while also confirming the government's determination to suppress unauthorized armed gatherings. Scott's historical setting inherits this legacy of fear, resentment, and reciprocal suspicion.

The immediate crisis of 1679 followed the killing of Archbishop James Sharp at Magus Muir on 3 May. Sharp had once supported the Covenanter cause but, as Archbishop of St Andrews, became a prominent symbol of the restored episcopal order. His murder was carried out by a group of Covenanters, not by the entire Presbyterian movement, yet the government treated the event as evidence of dangerous rebellion. Scott does not reduce the period to a simple conflict between innocent victims and villains: the novel registers both the brutality that political violence could unleash and the ways official coercion intensified radical resistance.

In June 1679 insurgents won a notable encounter at Drumclog, where government troops led by John Graham of Claverhouse were repulsed. The victory encouraged the Covenanter forces, but they were divided over leadership, military policy, and the terms on which they could negotiate with the crown. On 22 June, government forces commanded by James, Duke of Monmouth, defeated the insurgents at the Battle of Bothwell Bridge. The battle was a major turning point, leading to prisoners, prosecutions, and renewed efforts to control conventicles. It provides the principal historical climax around which Scott organizes much of Old Mortality.

The historical figures in the novel carry political meanings that had become deeply contested in Scottish memory. John Graham of Claverhouse, later Viscount Dundee, served the crown in suppressing Covenanter resistance and was remembered very differently by royalist and Covenanter traditions. Monmouth, Charles II's illegitimate son, commanded the government army at Bothwell Bridge and offered terms of submission after the fighting. Scott incorporates such figures into a fictional narrative but does not present his work as a documentary chronicle. His treatment emphasizes the pressures placed on individuals when official duty, personal honor, religious allegiance, and local ties collided.

Covenanter opposition was itself far from uniform. Some Presbyterians accepted royal indulgences, issued in 1669 and 1672, which permitted certain ejected ministers to return to preaching under government conditions. Others considered such concessions a betrayal because they accepted the crown's authority over church affairs. After Bothwell Bridge, more uncompromising groups continued to reject the restored church and the legitimacy of royal religious supremacy. Scott gives considerable attention to disagreements within the dissenting cause, thereby challenging any assumption that religious resistance possessed a single program or a unified leadership.

The most radical strand of the movement was associated with figures including Richard Cameron and Donald Cargill. Cameron's followers issued the Sanquhar Declaration in 1680, renouncing allegiance to Charles II, while Cargill was executed in 1681 after excommunicating the king and other leading officials. Cameron was killed in 1680. The government answered radical dissent with severe laws, imprisonment, executions, and the use of troops in affected districts. Later Covenanter memory called the harsh persecutions of the 1680s the Killing Time, a retrospective name that expressed the enduring trauma of this period. Scott's novel draws on these memories while locating its main conflict in 1679.

The Stuart crisis did not end with Bothwell Bridge. Charles II died in 1685 and was succeeded by his brother James VII of Scotland, also James II of England. James's Roman Catholicism and his claims to expansive royal authority increased opposition across the kingdoms. The Revolution of 1688–89 removed him from power and brought William and Mary to the throne. In Scotland, the Revolution Settlement restored Presbyterian church government in 1690. This later outcome gave retrospective importance to the Covenanter struggle, though it did not wholly vindicate every faction or every political claim made during the persecutions.

Scott's story uses this history selectively. Its central action is set amid the rising of 1679, and it combines real events and public figures with invented characters, families, and encounters. Such blending was characteristic of Scott's historical fiction: he sought to show how broad political conflicts affected ordinary lives without pretending that every episode was literal record. The novel therefore should not be read as a complete account of Covenanter history. Its value as historical fiction lies in its representation of competing memories, social pressures, and moral choices generated by a documented struggle over monarchy, church authority, and resistance.

The title invokes a real figure, Robert Paterson, popularly known as Old Mortality. Paterson was an itinerant stonemason who traveled through parts of Scotland repairing and recutting inscriptions on the graves of Covenanters. His work preserved memorials to people whose deaths had become central to Presbyterian historical memory. By making this memorial keeper the title figure, Scott foregrounds the question of how the past is remembered and transmitted. Grave inscriptions, local stories, family traditions, and printed histories all contributed to the image of the Covenanters available to later generations, including Scott's own.

When Old Mortality appeared in 1816, Scotland had long been united with England under the Acts of Union of 1707, yet its distinct legal, religious, and cultural institutions remained important. Scott had become widely known through the Waverley novels, which used Scottish history to address the survival of regional identities within Britain. He was a Tory and held public offices, including Sheriff-Depute of Selkirkshire from 1799 and a principal clerk of the Court of Session from 1806. His political outlook favored order and inherited institutions, but his fiction also acknowledged the human costs of authority exercised without restraint.

Early nineteenth-century readers encountered the novel in a society transformed by commercial expansion, urban growth, improved transport, and the aftermath of the French Revolutionary and Napoleonic wars. These changes sharpened interest in political loyalty, popular unrest, religious enthusiasm, and the relationship between national history and British identity. Scott's recreation of the seventeenth century did not simply reproduce older partisan narratives. His use of varied Scots and English speech, local custom, military movement, and religious debate gave historical conflicts a social texture that contemporary readers could recognize as connected to questions of authority and community in their own age.

Old Mortality ultimately functions as both a historical reconstruction and a critique of partisan memory. It recognizes that Restoration policy imposed real penalties on religious nonconformists, while also portraying the dangers of absolutist language, sectarian division, and armed zeal. The novel neither erases the violence of state repression nor treats every act committed in the name of covenanting as beyond criticism. By setting conflicting principles within the institutions and landscapes of seventeenth-century Scotland, Scott makes the past a mirror for later Britain: a society still debating how order, liberty, religious conscience, and national tradition might coexist.
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    Sir Walter Scott (1771–1832) was a Scottish poet, novelist, editor, and lawyer whose writings helped establish the modern historical novel as a major literary form. Active during the Romantic period, he drew wide audiences through narratives that combined adventure, regional history, folklore, and social change. His early reputation rested chiefly on narrative poetry, while his later anonymous novels achieved extraordinary popularity across Britain, Europe, and North America. Scott’s work gave imaginative prominence to Scotland’s past and landscapes, but it also examined the tensions between old customs and emerging modern institutions. His influence extended to fiction, historical imagination, publishing, and the broader international reception of Scottish culture.

Born in Edinburgh, Scott was educated at the city’s High School and attended the University of Edinburgh before training for the law. He was admitted to the Faculty of Advocates in 1792 and later held public legal offices, including sheriff-depute of Selkirkshire and clerk of the Court of Session. These positions provided financial stability for much of his career and brought him into contact with the legal and social structures that appear in his fiction. Alongside legal work, he cultivated wide interests in Scottish history, local tradition, manuscripts, and oral ballads. His lifelong antiquarian habits supplied both source material and a distinctive historical sensibility.

Scott’s literary development was shaped by the ballad tradition of the Scottish Borders, eighteenth-century antiquarian scholarship, and the European Romantic interest in medievalism, folklore, and national pasts. He translated works by Gottfried August Bürger and Johann Wolfgang von Goethe, helping introduce German Romantic writing to British readers. His editorial work on Minstrelsy of the Scottish Border, published in 1802–03, gathered traditional and literary ballads with explanatory notes. The collection established him as an energetic interpreter of Scotland’s oral and written heritage. Rather than treating the past merely as decoration, Scott used songs, legends, dialects, and historical records to create layered accounts of cultural memory and change.

Scott first became nationally famous as a poet. The Lay of the Last Minstrel (1805), Marmion (1808), and The Lady of the Lake (1810) combined rapid narrative movement with historical settings and scenic descriptions of Scotland. These poems were commercial and critical successes, admired for their storytelling and accessible energy. Their popularity was eventually challenged by the changing tastes associated with Lord Byron’s verse, but Scott’s narrative gifts remained evident. He also continued editorial and publishing work, producing editions and historical material while participating in the expanding literary marketplace. This combination of scholarship, popular appeal, and professional discipline prepared the ground for his more consequential career as a novelist.

With Waverley, published anonymously in 1814, Scott transformed his reputation and helped define the historical novel. Set against the Jacobite rising of 1745, the book placed fictional characters within a carefully imagined political and cultural past. Scott followed it with a prolific sequence often called the Waverley Novels, initially issued without his name. Among the best known are Guy Mannering, The Antiquary, Old Mortality, Rob Roy, The Heart of Mid-Lothian, Ivanhoe, The Bride of Lammermoor, and Redgauntlet. His novels moved between Scottish, English, and continental settings, using conflicts of class, religion, law, and allegiance to show societies in transition.

Scott’s fiction was received with remarkable enthusiasm during his lifetime, and its broad readership made him one of the most commercially successful authors of the nineteenth century. Critics have especially valued his ability to connect individual stories with large historical processes, even while later readers have debated aspects of his romantic treatment of the past. Politically, Scott was a public Tory who supported the Union while also emphasizing Scotland’s distinct historical traditions and institutions. His writing did not present a simple nationalist program; instead, it repeatedly explored accommodation and conflict among communities with different loyalties. In 1820 he was created a baronet, a public recognition of his prominence in British cultural life.

Scott’s later years were marked by severe financial difficulties after the collapse of publishing businesses connected with his work in 1826. He responded with sustained writing and editorial labor, seeking to repay his obligations through literary earnings. Major late projects included the Chronicles of the Canongate, Tales of a Grandfather, and The Life of Napoleon Buonaparte. His health declined, and he died in 1832. Scott’s legacy remains extensive: novelists including Alexandre Dumas, Leo Tolstoy, George Eliot, and many others developed historical fiction in a field he had profoundly reshaped. His books continue to invite attention for their narrative power, their use of dialect and tradition, and their searching portrayal of history as lived experience.
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The remarkable person, called by the title of Old Mortality, was we’ll known in Scotland about the end of the last century. His real name was Robert Paterson. He was a native, it is said, of the parish of Closeburn, in Dumfries-shire, and probably a mason by profession — at least educated to the use of the chisel. Whether family dissensions, or the deep and enthusiastic feeling of supposed duty, drove him to leave his dwelling, and adopt the singular mode of life in which he wandered, like a palmer, through Scotland, is not known. It could not be poverty, however, which prompted his journeys[1q], for he never accepted anything beyond the hospitality which was willingly rendered him, and when that was not proffered, he always had money enough to provide for his own humble wants. His personal appearance, and favourite, or rather sole occupation, are accurately described in the preliminary chapter of the following work.

It is about thirty years since, or more, that the author met this singular person in the churchyard of Dunnottar, when spending a day or two with the late learned and excellent clergyman, Mr. Walker, the minister of that parish, for the purpose of a close examination of the ruins of the Castle of Dunnottar, and other subjects of antiquarian research in that neighbourhood. Old Mortality chanced to be at the same place, on the usual business of his pilgrimage; for the Castle of Dunnottar, though lying in the anti-covenanting district of the Mearns, was, with the parish churchyard, celebrated for the oppressions sustained there by the Cameronians[1] in the time of James II.

It was in 1685, when Argyle was threatening a descent upon Scotland, and Monmouth was preparing to invade the west of England, that the Privy Council of Scotland, with cruel precaution, made a general arrest of more than a hundred persons in the southern and western provinces, supposed, from their religious principles, to be inimical to Government, together with many women and children. These captives were driven northward like a flock of bullocks, but with less precaution to provide for their wants, and finally penned up in a subterranean dungeon in the Castle of Dunnottar, having a window opening to the front of a precipice which overhangs the German Ocean. They had suffered not a little on the journey, and were much hurt both at the scoffs of the northern prelatists, and the mocks, gibes, and contemptuous tunes played by the fiddlers and pipers who had come from every quarter as they passed, to triumph over the revilers of their calling. The repose which the melancholy dungeon afforded them, was anything but undisturbed. The guards made them pay for every indulgence, even that of water; and when some of the prisoners resisted a demand so unreasonable, and insisted on their right to have this necessary of life untaxed, their keepers emptied the water on the prison floor, saying, “If they were obliged to bring water for the canting whigs, they were not bound to afford them the use of bowls or pitchers gratis.”

In this prison, which is still termed the Whig’s Vault[2], several died of the diseases incidental to such a situation; and others broke their limbs, and incurred fatal injury, in desperate attempts to escape from their stern prison-house. Over the graves of these unhappy persons, their friends, after the Revolution, erected a monument with a suitable inscription.

This peculiar shrine of the Whig martyrs is very much honoured by their descendants, though residing at a great distance from the land of their captivity and death. My friend, the Rev. Mr. Walker, told me, that being once upon a tour in the south of Scotland, probably about forty years since, he had the bad luck to involve himself in the labyrinth of passages and tracks which cross, in every direction, the extensive waste called Lochar Moss, near Dumfries, out of which it is scarcely possible for a stranger to extricate himself; and there was no small difficulty in procuring a guide, since such people as he saw were engaged in digging their peats — a work of paramount necessity, which will hardly brook interruption. Mr. Walker could, therefore, only procure unintelligible directions in the southern brogue, which differs widely from that of the Mearns. He was beginning to think himself in a serious dilemma, when he stated his case to a farmer of rather the better class, who was employed, as the others, in digging his winter fuel. The old man at first made the same excuse with those who had already declined acting as the traveller’s guide; but perceiving him in great perplexity, and paying the respect due to his profession, “You are a clergyman, sir?” he said. Mr. Walker assented. “And I observe from your speech, that you are from the north?”—“You are right, my good friend,” was the reply. “And may I ask if you have ever heard of a place called Dunnottar?”—“I ought to know something about it, my friend,” said Mr. Walker, “since I have been several years the minister of the parish.”—“I am glad to hear it,” said the Dumfriesian, “for one of my near relations lies buried there, and there is, I believe, a monument over his grave. I would give half of what I am aught, to know if it is still in existence.”—“He was one of those who perished in the Whig’s Vault at the castle?” said the minister; “for there are few southlanders besides lying in our churchyard, and none, I think, having monuments.”—“Even sae — even sae,” said the old Cameronian, for such was the farmer. He then laid down his spade, cast on his coat, and heartily offered to see the minister out of the moss, if he should lose the rest of the day’s dargue. Mr. Walker was able to requite him amply, in his opinion, by reciting the epitaph, which he remembered by heart. The old man was enchanted with finding the memory of his grandfather or great-grandfather faithfully recorded amongst the names of brother sufferers; and rejecting all other offers of recompense, only requested, after he had guided Mr. Walker to a safe and dry road, that he would let him have a written copy of the inscription.

It was whilst I was listening to this story, and looking at the monument referred to, that I saw Old Mortality engaged in his daily task of cleaning and repairing the ornaments and epitaphs upon the tomb. His appearance and equipment were exactly as described in the Novel. I was very desirous to see something of a person so singular, and expected to have done so, as he took up his quarters with the hospitable and liberal-spirited minister. But though Mr. Walker invited him up after dinner to partake of a glass of spirits and water, to which he was supposed not to be very averse, yet he would not speak frankly upon the subject of his occupation. He was in bad humour, and had, according to his phrase, no freedom for conversation with us.

His spirit had been sorely vexed by hearing, in a certain Aberdonian kirk, the psalmody directed by a pitch-pipe, or some similar instrument, which was to Old Mortality the abomination of abominations. Perhaps, after all, he did not feel himself at ease with his company; he might suspect the questions asked by a north-country minister and a young barrister to savour more of idle curiosity than profit. At any rate, in the phrase of John Bunyan, Old Mortality went on his way, and I saw him no more.

The remarkable figure and occupation of this ancient pilgrim was recalled to my memory by an account transmitted by my friend Mr. Joseph Train, supervisor of excise at Dumfries, to whom I owe many obligations of a similar nature. From this, besides some other circumstances, among which are those of the old man’s death, I learned the particulars described in the text. I am also informed, that the old palmer’s family, in the third generation, survives, and is highly respected both for talents and worth. While these sheets were passing through the press, I received the following communication from Mr. Train, whose undeviating kindness had, during the intervals of laborious duty, collected its materials from an indubitable source.


“In the course of my periodical visits to the Glenkens, I have become intimately acquainted with Robert Paterson, a son of Old Mortality, who lives in the little village of Balmaclellan; and although he is now in the 70th year of his age, preserves all the vivacity of youth — has a most retentive memory, and a mind stored with information far above what could be expected from a person in his station of life. To him I am indebted for the following particulars relative to his father, and his descendants down to the present time.

“Robert Paterson, alias Old Mortality, was the son of Walter Paterson and Margaret Scott, who occupied the farm of Ilaggisha, in the parish of Hawick, during nearly the first half of the eighteenth century. Here Robert was born, in the memorable year 1715.

“Being the youngest son of a numerous family, he, at an early age, went to serve with an elder brother, named Francis, who rented, from Sir John Jardine of Applegarth, a small tract in Comcockle Moor, near Lochmaben. During his residence there, he became acquainted with Elizabeth Gray, daughter of Robert Gray, gardener to Sir John Jardine, whom he afterwards married. His wife had been, for a considerable time, a cook-maid to Sir Thomas Kirkpatrick of Closeburn, who procured for her husband, from the Duke of Queensberry, an advantageous lease of the freestone quarry of Gatelowbrigg, in the parish of Morton. Here he built a house, and had as much land as kept a horse and cow. My informant cannot say, with certainty, the year in which his father took up his residence at Gatelowbrigg, but he is sure it must have been only a short time prior to the year 1746, as, during the memorable frost in 1740, he says his mother still resided in the service of Sir Thomas Kirkpatrick. When the Highlanders were returning from England on their route to Glasgow, in the year 1745-6, they plundered Mr. Paterson’s house at Gatelowbrigg, and carried him a prisoner as far as Glenbuck, merely because he said to one of the straggling army, that their retreat might have been easily foreseen, as the strong arm of the Lord was evidently raised, not only against the bloody and wicked house of Stewart, but against all who attempted to support the abominable heresies of the Church of Rome. From this circumstance it appears that Old Mortality had, even at that early period of his life, imbibed the religious enthusiasm by which he afterwards became so much distinguished.

“The religious sect called Hill-men, or Cameronians, was at that time much noted for austerity and devotion, in imitation of Cameron, their founder, of whose tenets Old Mortality became a most strenuous supporter. He made frequent journeys into Galloway to attend their conventicles, and occasionally carried with him gravestones from his quarry at Gatelowbrigg, to keep in remembrance the righteous whose dust had been gathered to their fathers. Old Mortality was not one of those religious devotees, who, although one eye is seemingly turned towards heaven, keep the other steadfastly fixed on some sublunary object. As his enthusiasm increased, his journeys into Galloway became more frequent; and he gradually neglected even the common prudential duty of providing for his offspring. From about the year 1758, he neglected wholly to return from Galloway to his wife and five children at Gatelowbrigg, which induced her to send her eldest son Walter, then only twelve years of age, to Galloway, in search of his father. After traversing nearly the whole of that extensive district, from the Nick of Benncorie to the Fell of Barullion, he found him at last working on the Cameronian monuments, in the old kirkyard of Kirkchrist, on the west side of the Dee, opposite the town of Kirkcudbright. The little wanderer used all the influence in his power to induce his father to return to his family; but in vain. Mrs. Paterson sent even some of her female children into Galloway in search of their father, for the same purpose of persuading him to return home; but without any success. At last, in the summer of 1768, she removed to the little upland village of Balmaclellan, in the Glenkens of Galloway, where, upon the small pittance derived from keeping a little school, she supported her numerous family in a respectable manner.

“There is a small monumental stone in the farm of the Caldon, near the House of the Hill, in Wigtonshire, which is highly venerated as being the first erected, by Old Mortality, to the memory of several persons who fell at that place in defence of their religious tenets in the civil war, in the reign of Charles Second.

“From the Caldon, the labours of Old Mortality, in the course of time, spread over nearly all the Lowlands of Scotland. There are few churchyards in Ayrshire, Galloway, or Dumfries-shire, where the work of his chisel is not yet to be seen. It is easily distinguished from the work of any other artist by the primitive rudeness of the emblems of death, and of the inscriptions which adorn the ill-formed blocks of his erection. This task of repairing and erecting gravestones, practised without fee or reward, was the only ostensible employment of this singular person for upwards of forty years. The door of every Cameronian’s house was indeed open to him at all times when he chose to enter, and he was gladly received as an inmate of the family; but he did not invariably accept of these civilities, as may be seen by the following account of his frugal expenses, found, amongst other little papers, (some of which I have likewise in my possession,) in his pocket-book after his death.


Gatehouse of Fleet, 4th February, 1796.
ROBERT PATERBON debtor to MARGARET CHRYSTALE.
To drye Lodginge for seven weeks,. . . .  . . .  0  4  1
To Four Auchlet of Ait Meal,. . . . . . . . . . . .  0  3  4
To 6 Lippies of Potatoes. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  0  1  3
To Lent Money at the time of Mr. Reid’s
Sacrament,. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 0  6  0
To 3 Chappins of Yell with Sandy the
Keelman,†. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . . .  0  0  9

                                       L.0 15  5
Received in part,. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . ..  0 10  0
Unpaid,. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . ..  L.0  5  5





[†“A well-known humourist, still alive, popularly called by the name of Old Keelybags, who deals in the keel or chalk with which farmers mark their flocks.”]



“This statement shows the religious wanderer to have been very poor in his old age; but he was so more by choice than through necessity, as at the period here alluded to, his children were all comfortably situated, and were most anxious to keep their father at home, but no entreaty could induce him to alter his erratic way of life. He travelled from one churchyard to another, mounted on his old white pony, till the last day of his existence, and died, as you have described, at Bankhill, near Lockerby, on the 14th February, 1801, in the 86th year of his age. As soon as his body was found, intimation was sent to his sons at Balmaclellan; but from the great depth of the snow at that time, the letter communicating the particulars of his death was so long detained by the way, that the remains of the pilgrim were interred before any of his relations could arrive at Bankhill.

“The following is an exact copy of the account of his funeral expenses,— the original of which I have in my possession:—

“Memorandum of the Funral Charges of Robert Paterson,
who dyed at Bankhill on the 14th day of February, 1801.
To a Coffon. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .  . . .  L.0 12  0
To Munting for do. . . . . . . . . . . .  . . .  0  2  8
To a Shirt for him. . . . . . . . . . . . .. 0  5  6
To a pair of Cotten Stockings . . .  0  2  0
To Bread at the Founral. . . . . . . . . 0  2  6
To Chise at ditto. . . . . . . . . . . .  . . .  0  3  0
To 1 pint Rume. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .. 0  4  6
To I pint Whiskie. . . . . . . . . . . .  . . .  0  4  0
To a man going to Annam. . . . . . . . . 0  2  0
To the grave diger. . . . . . . . . . . . .. 0  1  0
To Linnen for a sheet to him. . . .  0  2  8
                               L.2  1 10
Taken off him when dead,. . . . . . . . .1  7  6
                               L.0 14  4


“The above account is authenticated by the son of the deceased.

“My friend was prevented by indisposition from even going to Bankhill to attend the funeral of his father, which I regret very much, as he is not aware in what churchyard he was interred.

“For the purpose of erecting a small monument to his memory, I have made every possible enquiry, wherever I thought there was the least chance of finding out where Old Mortality was laid; but I have done so in vain, as his death is not registered in the session-book of any of the neighbouring parishes. I am sorry to think, that in all probability, this singular person, who spent so many years of his lengthened existence in striving with his chisel and mallet to perpetuate the memory of many less deserving than himself, must remain even without a single stone to mark out the resting place of his mortal remains.

“Old Mortality had three sons, Robert, Walter, and John; the former, as has been already mentioned, lives in the village of Balmaclellan, in comfortable circumstances, and is much respected by his neighbours. Walter died several years ago, leaving behind him a family now respectably situated in this point. John went to America in the year 1776, and, after various turns of fortune, settled at Baltimore.”



Old Nol himself is said to have loved an innocent jest. (See Captain Hodgson’s Memoirs.) Old Mortality somewhat resembled the Protector in this turn to festivity. Like Master Silence, he had been merry twice and once in his time; but even his jests were of a melancholy and sepulchral nature, and sometimes attended with inconvenience to himself, as will appear from the following anecdote:—

The old man was at one time following his wonted occupation of repairing the tombs of the martyrs, in the churchyard of Girthon, and the sexton of the parish was plying his kindred task at no small distance. Some roguish urchins were sporting near them, and by their noisy gambols disturbing the old men in their serious occupation. The most petulant of the juvenile party were two or three boys, grandchildren of a person well known by the name of Cooper Climent. This artist enjoyed almost a monopoly in Girthon and the neighbouring parishes, for making and selling ladles, caups, bickers, bowls, spoons, cogues, and trenchers, formed of wood, for the use of the country people. It must be noticed, that notwithstanding the excellence of the Cooper’s vessels, they were apt, when new, to impart a reddish tinge to whatever liquor was put into them, a circumstance not uncommon in like cases.

The grandchildren of this dealer in wooden work took it into their head to ask the sexton, what use he could possibly make of the numerous fragments of old coffins which were thrown up in opening new graves. “Do you not know,” said Old Mortality, “that he sells them to your grandfather, who makes them into spoons, trenchers, bickers, bowies, and so forth?” At this assertion, the youthful group broke up in great confusion and disgust, on reflecting how many meals they had eaten out of dishes which, by Old Mortality’s account, were only fit to be used at a banquet of witches or of ghoules. They carried the tidings home, when many a dinner was spoiled by the loathing which the intelligence imparted; for the account of the materials was supposed to explain the reddish tinge which, even in the days of the Cooper’s fame, had seemed somewhat suspicious. The ware of Cooper Climent was rejected in horror, much to the benefit of his rivals the muggers, who dealt in earthenware. The man of cutty-spoon and ladle saw his trade interrupted, and learned the reason, by his quondam customers coming upon him in wrath to return the goods which were composed of such unhallowed materials, and demand repayment of their money. In this disagreeable predicament, the forlorn artist cited Old Mortality into a court of justice, where he proved that the wood he used in his trade was that of the staves of old wine-pipes bought from smugglers, with whom the country then abounded, a circumstance which fully accounted for their imparting a colour to their contents. Old Mortality himself made the fullest declaration, that he had no other purpose in making the assertion, than to check the petulance of the children. But it is easier to take away a good name than to restore it. Cooper Climent’s business continued to languish, and he died in a state of poverty.
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Preliminary.


Why seeks he with unwearied toil

    Through death’s dim walks to urge his way,

    Reclaim his long-asserted spoil,

    And lead oblivion into day?

Langhorne.



“Most readers,” says the Manuscript of Mr Pattieson, “must have witnessed with delight the joyous burst which attends the dismissing of a village-school on a fine summer evening. The buoyant spirit of childhood, repressed with so much difficulty during the tedious hours of discipline, may then be seen to explode, as it were, in shout, and song, and frolic, as the little urchins join in groups on their play-ground, and arrange their matches of sport for the evening. But there is one individual who partakes of the relief afforded by the moment of dismission, whose feelings are not so obvious to the eye of the spectator, or so apt to receive his sympathy. I mean the teacher himself, who, stunned with the hum, and suffocated with the closeness of his school-room, has spent the whole day (himself against a host) in controlling petulance, exciting indifference to action, striving to enlighten stupidity, and labouring to soften obstinacy; and whose very powers of intellect have been confounded by hearing the same dull lesson repeated a hundred times by rote, and only varied by the various blunders of the reciters. Even the flowers of classic genius, with which his solitary fancy is most gratified, have been rendered degraded, in his imagination, by their connexion with tears, with errors, and with punishment; so that the Eclogues of Virgil and Odes of Horace are each inseparably allied in association with the sullen figure and monotonous recitation of some blubbering school-boy. If to these mental distresses are added a delicate frame of body, and a mind ambitious of some higher distinction than that of being the tyrant of childhood, the reader may have some slight conception of the relief which a solitary walk, in the cool of a fine summer evening, affords to the head which has ached, and the nerves which have been shattered, for so many hours, in plying the irksome task of public instruction.

“To me these evening strolls have been the happiest hours of an unhappy life; and if any gentle reader shall hereafter find pleasure in perusing these lucubrations, I am not unwilling he should know, that the plan of them has been usually traced in those moments, when relief from toil and clamour, combined with the quiet scenery around me, has disposed my mind to the task of composition.

“My chief haunt, in these hours of golden leisure, is the banks of the small stream, which, winding through a ‘lone vale of green bracken,’ passes in front of the village school-house of Gandercleugh. For the first quarter of a mile, perhaps, I may be disturbed from my meditations, in order to return the scrape, or doffed bonnet, of such stragglers among my pupils as fish for trouts or minnows in the little brook, or seek rushes and wild-flowers by its margin. But, beyond the space I have mentioned, the juvenile anglers do not, after sunset, voluntarily extend their excursions. The cause is, that farther up the narrow valley, and in a recess which seems scooped out of the side of the steep heathy bank, there is a deserted burial-ground, which the little cowards are fearful of approaching in the twilight. To me, however, the place has an inexpressible charm. It has been long the favourite termination of my walks, and, if my kind patron forgets not his promise, will (and probably at no very distant day) be my final resting-place after my mortal pilgrimage.

[Note, by Mr Jedediah Cleishbotham.— That I kept my plight in this melancholy matter with my deceased and lamented friend, appeareth from a handsome headstone, erected at my proper charges in this spot, bearing the name and calling of Peter Pattieson, with the date of his nativity and sepulture; together also with a testimony of his merits, attested by myself, as his superior and patron.— J. C.]

“It is a spot which possesses all the solemnity of feeling attached to a burial-ground, without exciting those of a more unpleasing description. Having been very little used for many years, the few hillocks which rise above the level plain are covered with the same short velvet turf. The monuments, of which there are not above seven or eight, are half sunk in the ground, and overgrown with moss. No newly-erected tomb disturbs the sober serenity of our reflections by reminding us of recent calamity, and no rank-springing grass forces upon our imagination the recollection, that it owes its dark luxuriance to the foul and festering remnants of mortality which ferment beneath. The daisy which sprinkles the sod, and the harebell which hangs over it, derive their pure nourishment from the dew of heaven, and their growth impresses us with no degrading or disgusting recollections. Death has indeed been here, and its traces are before us; but they are softened and deprived of their horror[2q] by our distance from the period when they have been first impressed. Those who sleep beneath are only connected with us by the reflection, that they have once been what we now are, and that, as their relics are now identified with their mother earth, ours shall, at some future period, undergo the same transformation.

“Yet, although the moss has been collected on the most modern of these humble tombs during four generations of mankind, the memory of some of those who sleep beneath them is still held in reverent remembrance. It is true, that, upon the largest, and, to an antiquary, the most interesting monument of the group, which bears the effigies of a doughty knight in his hood of mail, with his shield hanging on his breast, the armorial bearings are defaced by time, and a few worn-out letters may be read at the pleasure of the decipherer, Dns. Johan — de Hamel,— or Johan — de Lamel — And it is also true, that of another tomb, richly sculptured with an ornamental cross, mitre, and pastoral staff, tradition can only aver, that a certain nameless bishop lies interred there. But upon other two stones which lie beside, may still be read in rude prose, and ruder rhyme, the history of those who sleep beneath them. They belong, we are assured by the epitaph, to the class of persecuted Presbyterians who afforded a melancholy subject for history in the times of Charles II. and his successor.† In returning from the battle of Pentland Hills[3], a party of the insurgents had been attacked in this glen by a small detachment of the King’s troops, and three or four either killed in the skirmish, or shot after being made prisoners, as rebels taken with arms in their hands. The peasantry continued to attach to the tombs of those victims of prelacy[4] an honour which they do not render to more splendid mausoleums; and, when they point them out to their sons, and narrate the fate of the sufferers, usually conclude, by exhorting them to be ready, should times call for it, to resist to the death in the cause of civil and religious liberty, like their brave forefathers.


    [† James, Seventh King of Scotland of that name, and Second according to the numeration of the Kings of England.— J. C.]
  

“Although I am far from venerating the peculiar tenets asserted by those who call themselves the followers of those men, and whose intolerance and narrow-minded bigotry are at least as conspicuous as their devotional zeal, yet it is without depreciating the memory of those sufferers, many of whom united the independent sentiments of a Hampden with the suffering zeal of a Hooper or Latimer. On the other hand, it would be unjust to forget, that many even of those who had been most active in crushing what they conceived the rebellious and seditious spirit of those unhappy wanderers, displayed themselves, when called upon to suffer for their political and religious opinions, the same daring and devoted zeal, tinctured, in their case, with chivalrous loyalty, as in the former with republican enthusiasm. It has often been remarked of the Scottish character, that the stubbornness with which it is moulded shows most to advantage in adversity, when it seems akin to the native sycamore of their hills, which scorns to be biassed in its mode of growth even by the influence of the prevailing wind, but, shooting its branches with equal boldness in every direction, shows no weather-side to the storm, and may be broken, but can never be bended. It must be understood that I speak of my countrymen as they fall under my own observation. When in foreign countries, I have been informed that they are more docile. But it is time to return from this digression.

“One summer evening, as in a stroll, such as I have described, I approached this deserted mansion of the dead, I was somewhat surprised to hear sounds distinct from those which usually soothe its solitude, the gentle chiding, namely, of the brook, and the sighing of the wind in the boughs of three gigantic ash-trees, which mark the cemetery. The clink of a hammer was, on this occasion, distinctly heard; and I entertained some alarm that a march-dike, long meditated by the two proprietors whose estates were divided by my favourite brook, was about to be drawn up the glen, in order to substitute its rectilinear deformity for the graceful winding of the natural boundary.† As I approached, I was agreeably undeceived. An old man was seated upon the monument of the slaughtered presbyterians, and busily employed in deepening, with his chisel, the letters of the inscription, which, announcing, in scriptural language, the promised blessings of futurity to be the lot of the slain, anathematized the murderers with corresponding violence. A blue bonnet of unusual dimensions covered the grey hairs of the pious workman. His dress was a large old-fashioned coat of the coarse cloth called hoddingrey, usually worn by the elder peasants, with waistcoat and breeches of the same; and the whole suit, though still in decent repair, had obviously seen a train of long service. Strong clouted shoes, studded with hobnails, and gramoches or leggins, made of thick black cloth, completed his equipment. Beside him, fed among the graves a pony, the companion of his journey, whose extreme whiteness, as well as its projecting bones and hollow eyes, indicated its antiquity. It was harnessed in the most simple manner, with a pair of branks, a hair tether, or halter, and a sunk, or cushion of straw, instead of bridle and saddle. A canvass pouch hung around the neck of the animal, for the purpose, probably, of containing the rider’s tools, and any thing else he might have occasion to carry with him. Although I had never seen the old man before, yet from the singularity of his employment, and the style of his equipage, I had no difficulty in recognising a religious itinerant whom I had often heard talked of, and who was known in various parts of Scotland by the title of Old Mortality.

[† Note: I deem it fitting that the reader should be apprised that this limitary boundary between the conterminous heritable property of his honour the Laird of Gandercleugh, and his honour the Laird of Gusedub, was to have been in fashion an agger, or rather murus of uncemented granite, called by the vulgar a drystane dyke, surmounted, or coped, cespite viridi, i.e. with a sodturf. Truly their honours fell into discord concerning two roods of marshy ground, near the cove called the Bedral’s Beild; and the controversy, having some years bygone been removed from before the judges of the land, (with whom it abode long,) even unto the Great City of London and the Assembly of the Nobles therein, is, as I may say, adhuc in pendente.— J. C.]
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    The Graveyard



“Where this man was born, or what was his real name, I have never been able to learn; nor are the motives which made him desert his home, and adopt the erratic mode of life which he pursued, known to me except very generally. According to the belief of most people, he was a native of either the county of Dumfries or Galloway, and lineally descended from some of those champions of the Covenant, whose deeds and sufferings were his favourite theme. He is said to have held, at one period of his life, a small moorland farm; but, whether from pecuniary losses, or domestic misfortune, he had long renounced that and every other gainful calling. In the language of Scripture, he left his house, his home, and his kindred, and wandered about until the day of his death, a period of nearly thirty years.

“During this long pilgrimage, the pious enthusiast regulated his circuit so as annually to visit the graves of the unfortunate Covenanters, who suffered by the sword, or by the executioner, during the reigns of the two last monarchs of the Stewart line. These are most numerous in the western districts of Ayr, Galloway, and Dumfries; but they are also to be found in other parts of Scotland, wherever the fugitives had fought, or fallen, or suffered by military or civil execution. Their tombs are often apart from all human habitation, in the remote moors and wilds to which the wanderers had fled for concealment. But wherever they existed, Old Mortality was sure to visit them when his annual round brought them within his reach. In the most lonely recesses of the mountains, the moor-fowl shooter has been often surprised to find him busied in cleaning the moss from the grey stones, renewing with his chisel the half-defaced inscriptions, and repairing the emblems of death with which these simple monuments are usually adorned. Motives of the most sincere, though fanciful devotion, induced the old man to dedicate so many years of existence to perform this tribute to the memory of the deceased warriors of the church. He considered himself as fulfilling a sacred duty, while renewing to the eyes of posterity the decaying emblems of the zeal and sufferings of their forefathers, and thereby trimming, as it were, the beacon-light, which was to warn future generations to defend their religion even unto blood.

“In all his wanderings, the old pilgrim never seemed to need, or was known to accept, pecuniary assistance. It is true, his wants were very few; for wherever he went, he found ready quarters in the house of some Cameronian[5] of his own sect, or of some other religious person. The hospitality which was reverentially paid to him he always acknowledged, by repairing the gravestones (if there existed any) belonging to the family or ancestors of his host. As the wanderer was usually to be seen bent on this pious task within the precincts of some country churchyard, or reclined on the solitary tombstone among the heath, disturbing the plover and the black-cock with the clink of his chisel and mallet, with his old white pony grazing by his side, he acquired, from his converse among the dead, the popular appellation of Old Mortality.

“The character of such a man could have in it little connexion even with innocent gaiety. Yet, among those of his own religious persuasion, he is reported to have been cheerful. The descendants of persecutors, or those whom he supposed guilty of entertaining similar tenets, and the scoffers at religion by whom he was sometimes assailed, he usually termed the generation of vipers. Conversing with others, he was grave and sententious, not without a cast of severity. But he is said never to have been observed to give way to violent passion, excepting upon one occasion, when a mischievous truant-boy defaced with a stone the nose of a cherub’s face, which the old man was engaged in retouching. I am in general a sparer of the rod, notwithstanding the maxim of Solomon, for which school-boys have little reason to thank his memory; but on this occasion I deemed it proper to show that I did not hate the child.— But I must return to the circumstances attending my first interview with this interesting enthusiast.

“In accosting Old Mortality, I did not fail to pay respect to his years and his principles, beginning my address by a respectful apology for interrupting his labours. The old man intermitted the operation of the chisel, took off his spectacles and wiped them, then, replacing them on his nose, acknowledged my courtesy by a suitable return. Encouraged by his affability, I intruded upon him some questions concerning the sufferers on whose monument he was now employed. To talk of the exploits of the Covenanters was the delight, as to repair their monuments was the business, of his life. He was profuse in the communication of all the minute information which he had collected concerning them, their wars, and their wanderings. One would almost have supposed he must have been their contemporary, and have actually beheld the passages which he related, so much had he identified his feelings and opinions with theirs, and so much had his narratives the circumstantiality of an eye-witness.

“‘We,’ he said, in a tone of exultation,—‘we are the only true whigs. Carnal men have assumed that triumphant appellation, following him whose kingdom is of this world. Which of them would sit six hours on a wet hill-side to hear a godly sermon? I trow an hour o’t wad staw them. They are ne’er a hair better than them that shamena to take upon themsells the persecuting name of bludethirsty tories. Self-seekers all of them, strivers after wealth, power, and worldly ambition, and forgetters alike of what has been dree’d and done by the mighty men who stood in the gap in the great day of wrath. Nae wonder they dread the accomplishment of what was spoken by the mouth of the worthy Mr Peden, (that precious servant of the Lord, none of whose words fell to the ground,) that the French monzies 1 sall rise as fast in the glens of Ayr, and the kenns of Galloway, as ever the Highlandmen did in 1677. And now they are gripping to the bow and to the spear, when they suld be mourning for a sinfu’ land and a broken covenant.’

“Soothing the old man by letting his peculiar opinions pass without contradiction, and anxious to prolong conversation with so singular a character, I prevailed upon him to accept that hospitality, which Mr Cleishbotham is always willing to extend to those who need it. In our way to the schoolmaster’s house, we called at the Wallace Inn, where I was pretty certain I should find my patron about that hour of the evening. After a courteous interchange of civilities, Old Mortality was, with difficulty, prevailed upon to join his host in a single glass of liquor, and that on condition that he should be permitted to name the pledge, which he prefaced with a grace of about five minutes, and then, with bonnet doffed and eyes uplifted, drank to the memory of those heroes of the Kirk who had first uplifted her banner upon the mountains. As no persuasion could prevail on him to extend his conviviality to a second cup, my patron accompanied him home, and accommodated him in the Prophet’s Chamber, as it is his pleasure to call the closet which holds a spare bed
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