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    At its core, Preston Fight; or, The Insurrection of 1715 is a story about a community forced to choose sides when political conviction and personal loyalty collide.

William Harrison Ainsworth’s Preston Fight is a historical novel set in Lancashire during the Jacobite rising of 1715, focusing on the tense days when Preston becomes a focal point of rebellion and response. Composed by a leading Victorian practitioner of the historical romance, it belongs to the later nineteenth century, when British novelists frequently reimagined Stuart-era conflicts for modern readers. The book situates civic streets, coaching roads, and regional houses against the larger currents of national crisis, using the town’s geography and local networks to anchor a broader narrative of insurrection, mobilization, and the mounting pressure of imminent confrontation.

The premise is straightforward yet charged: as Jacobite sympathizers rally and government forces ready their countermeasures, Preston braces for a decisive encounter. Ainsworth orchestrates a cast that ranges from gentry to townspeople and soldiers, tracing how rumors, pledges, and clandestine meetings swell into open musters. Readers encounter bustling market squares, guarded approaches, and improvised defenses, each scene sharpening the sense of a town on the brink. The experience is one of mounting suspense and pageant-like detail, with an emphasis on atmosphere and momentum rather than forensic military analysis, inviting readers to feel the weight of choice in an unsettled moment.

Stylistically, Ainsworth blends antiquarian color with theatrical flourish, a signature of his historical romances. Descriptions of dress, ceremony, and martial display supply a vivid backdrop, while swift turns of dialogue and incident carry the plot forward. The narrative often moves panoramically, cutting between civic vantage points and the movements of partisans, to show how public life strains under the pressure of rival authorities. Though attentive to period detail, the tone remains accessible and brisk, balancing romance, adventure, and local texture. The result is a portrait of a town transformed into a stage, where pageantry and peril unfold in close quarters.

Key themes include allegiance and identity, the tension between personal honor and political necessity, and the ways communities absorb or resist competing claims to legitimacy. Ainsworth is drawn to the theater of loyalty—oaths, symbols, and public gestures—and to the private doubts that accompany them. He explores the power of rumor and rhetoric to mobilize crowds, the responsibilities and miscalculations of leadership, and the fine line between courage and bravado. Religion and regional sentiment color choices without reducing them to simple motives, and the narrative repeatedly asks what it costs a town, a family, or an individual to take a side.

For contemporary readers, the novel’s relevance lies in its depiction of polarization, contested authority, and the fragility of civic order. Ainsworth shows how ordinary spaces—streets, inns, parish greens—become sites of pressure when politics turns existential. The book also invites reflection on memory: a Victorian writer reconstructing an earlier British crisis, balancing romance with research to shape a usable past. In that sense, Preston Fight offers a study in how narratives of rebellion are fashioned and refashioned across generations, prompting questions about myth-making, regional identity, and the ethics of turning living conflict into compelling, legible story.

Approached today, Preston Fight offers an immersive, suspenseful window onto the 1715 rising that foregrounds human stakes over military minutiae. It will appeal to readers who enjoy historical fiction rich in scene-setting, energized by processions, councils, and close-quarters tension. As an introduction to Ainsworth’s method, it shows how he animates specific locales and moments without demanding prior expertise in Jacobite history. The novel stands as both entertainment and a cultural artifact of nineteenth-century historical imagination, encouraging readers to consider the entanglement of place, politics, and personal conscience when history compresses into a single beleaguered town.
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    Preston Fight; or, The Insurrection of 1715 is William Harrison Ainsworth’s historical romance set during the Jacobite rising that sought to restore James Francis Edward Stuart to the British throne. The novel opens in Lancashire, where political rumblings, religious divisions, and local loyalties set a tense backdrop. Ainsworth blends documented incidents with fictionalized portraits of townsfolk and gentry, tracing how whispers of rebellion swell into mobilization. The atmosphere is one of guarded conversation and coded toasts, with watchful magistrates and informers close by. Without partisan flourish, the narrative establishes the stakes, the regional character of the uprising, and the uneasy calm before troops assemble and roads begin to echo with marching feet.

Early chapters depict clandestine meetings in halls and inns, where Jacobite sympathizers measure risk against conviction. Catholic families, Tory squires, and adventurous youths quietly pledge aid, while Hanoverian officials monitor seditious talk and intercept letters. Ainsworth sketches contrasting domestic scenes—hearthside debates, cautious courtships, and parish disputes—revealing how national conflict intrudes upon ordinary life. A central circle of characters, some eager and others reluctant, becomes a lens on the county’s divided conscience. Signals are passed, tokens exchanged, and horses readied. The tone remains measured and documentary, emphasizing preparations, local networks, and the slow tightening of a net around those poised to commit.

News from the north quickens the plot: standards are raised, bands muster, and notable figures attach their names to the cause. The narrative follows the musters through moor and market town, charting skirmishes of rumor as much as steel. Leaders emerge—country gentlemen, seasoned Scots, and men chosen as much for birth as for skill—each bearing a different idea of strategy. Government commanders gather regulars and militia, move scouts, and test roads and bridges. Ainsworth’s focus alternates between marching columns and anxious homesteads, portraying the texture of a region deciding whether to greet or shun the oncoming host, as winter lowers and time compresses.

Crossing into Lancashire, the Jacobite column encounters mixed receptions: cheers in some hamlets, shutters in others. Ainsworth records the color of uniforms and banners, the cadence of fifes, and the ritual of proclamations. Discipline strains as men seek food and rest, while leaders calculate the perils of delay. Counterpoint scenes show Whig organizers tallying arms and parish constables drilling. Family loyalties complicate politics: kin stand on opposite thresholds, their choices weighted by faith, fortune, and fear. A romantic thread entwines with these pressures, its private vows tested by public duty. The march proceeds toward a focal point whose streets, bridges, and fords will demand decisions.

Preston, a strategic river town, becomes the novel’s crucible. Debates among commanders weigh an onward push against establishing a defensive stand. The decision to fortify yields vivid tableaux: barricades rising across narrow lanes, loops cut in shutters, vantage points scouted atop church towers. Townspeople stock cellars, hide valuables, and watch from garrets. Ainsworth’s eye for setting captures fog, cobbles, and the maze-like plan that favors defenders. Sentries trade shots with probing patrols; messengers slip through back fields. Inside makeshift headquarters, maps unfold, counsel divides, and the narrative balances military calculation with the anxieties of households caught between hospitality and reprisal.

Initial clashes erupt at outworks and cross-streets, where musketry flashes from windows and gateways. The author emphasizes the strangeness of urban combat—short sightlines, sudden volleys, and barricades that turn alleys into forts. Courage and confusion are shown on both sides: inexperienced volunteers hold positions with resolve; trained regulars press in methodically. Acts of individual gallantry punctuate the din. Dispatch riders seek reinforcements; couriers carry pleas to nearby allies. Within command circles, arguments flare over striking out or conserving strength. Night falls on watchfires and whispered countersigns, while negotiations intermittently flicker, never quite settling the question of fight, parley, or retreat.

Pressure mounts as additional government forces near the town, tightening the ring and fraying communications. Ammunition and provisions are tallied with growing concern; wounded fill improvised hospitals in churches and halls. Rumors race ahead of truth—of distant landings, of uprisings in other shires—stirring hope and caution alike. Civilians navigate curfews and checkpoints, uncertain which allegiance affords safety. Commanders weigh honor against survival, mindful of the cause’s expectations and the lives in their charge. The romantic subplot intersects with strategic peril, as a choice of passage or postponement threatens to affect both kin and cause. Each hour narrows alternatives.

Ainsworth directs attention to a decisive sequence at the barricades, where flags of truce briefly interrupt the smoke and drum. A disputed order tests discipline; a contested lane becomes a symbol of the rising’s fortunes. The prose dwells on faces—resolute, doubtful, exhausted—as counsel divides between a bold sortie and calculated delay. The town’s geography, so carefully drawn, channels the conflict into concentrated points of risk. Without disclosing outcomes, the narrative creates a poised tension in which character, command, and circumstance converge. The reader is led to the brink of resolution, fully apprised of pressures but shielded from final particulars.

Closing chapters widen the lens to consider the human toll of rebellion: promises given, responsibilities borne, and reckonings deferred. Ainsworth’s purpose is to animate a pivotal English crisis through local color, documentary detail, and dramatic incident rather than partisan argument. The book’s message underscores how national convulsions compress into personal decisions and neighborhood boundaries. Preston functions as both stage and symbol, its streets concentrating the era’s religious, political, and social crosscurrents. Without dwelling on aftermath, the novel conveys how loyalties and misjudgments entangle, leaving marks on families and counties. The insurrection’s arc is traced from whisper to crisis with sober, resonant clarity.
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    Set chiefly in Lancashire and the north of England during 1715, the novel inhabits a landscape of market towns, Catholic gentry houses, and strategic road junctions—above all, Preston, guarding the main route between the northwest and the capital. Britain had just shifted from the late Stuart to the early Hanoverian era: George I acceded in 1714, precipitating partisan turmoil and sharpening confessional divides. Local magistracies, militias, and parish networks mattered as much as regular troops. Ainsworth anchors his narrative in this geography: barricaded streets like Church Street, Friargate, and Fishergate become tactical nodes, while the surrounding Ribble valley and routes from Lancaster and Kendal determine movement, supply, and the fate of the insurgents.

The political and legal frame for 1715 was forged earlier. The Act of Settlement (1701) secured a Protestant succession, bypassing the Catholic Stuarts, and the Acts of Union (1707) created the Kingdom of Great Britain under a single Parliament. On Queen Anne’s death (1 August 1714), George I succeeded, and Whigs consolidated power, sidelining Tories associated with Jacobitism. Figures like Robert Harley (Earl of Oxford) and Henry St John (Viscount Bolingbroke) fell; Bolingbroke soon joined the Pretender’s cause. These changes catalyze the loyalties Ainsworth depicts: characters in the novel choose between oath to George I and allegiance to James Francis Edward Stuart (the “Old Pretender”), mirroring the era’s stark constitutional choice.

The Jacobite Rising of 1715 began when John Erskine, Earl of Mar, raised the standard of James VIII/III at Braemar on 6 September 1715. Highland clans rallied; government forces under the Duke of Argyll defended the Lowlands. The main Scottish battle, Sheriffmuir (13 November 1715), proved indecisive, while James landed at Peterhead on 22 December 1715 but withdrew by February 1716. Ainsworth’s narrative concentrates on the English theater yet echoes the Scottish dimension—Mar’s wavering, Argyll’s containment, and the late, dispiriting arrival of James—because these strategic failures determine the isolation of the English rising and the doomed stand at Preston that his plot painstakingly reconstructs.

The English Jacobite column coalesced under Thomas Forster, MP for Northumberland, with nobles including James Radclyffe, 3rd Earl of Derwentwater, William Gordon, Viscount Kenmure, and Lord Widdrington, and was reinforced by Highlanders under Brigadier William Mackintosh of Borlum. After joining at Kelso in October 1715, they debated assaulting Newcastle but, deterred by General George Carpenter’s defense, marched via Hexham, Brampton, and Penrith, then south through Kendal and Lancaster into Lancashire. This hesitant strategy—central in Ainsworth’s portrayal—exposes divided command, religious and regional frictions, and the reliance on Lancashire Catholic recruits, whose local knowledge could not compensate for the columns’ lack of artillery and coherent leadership.

At Preston (12 November 1715), Forster’s force barricaded key streets and loopholed houses. Major General Charles Wills advanced with Hanoverian troops from the south. The fighting became brutal urban warfare: dragoons were checked by enfilade fire from windows and alleyways; houses were burned to clear positions; assaults pressed along Church Street and Friargate. Ainsworth dramatizes this rare episode of house-to-house combat in early eighteenth-century Britain, emphasizing the courage of Highland and English foot, the tactical ingenuity of Mackintosh, and the tragic costs to townspeople whose streets became a battlefield. The absence of field artillery and Forster’s indecision magnified casualties and squandered early defensive advantages.

By 13 November, Carpenter’s column closed from the north, sealing the town. With escape cut, Forster opened negotiations; Wills demanded unconditional surrender. On 14 November 1715, the Jacobites capitulated. Hundreds of prisoners, including Derwentwater, Kenmure, Widdrington, Mackintosh, and Colonel Henry Oxburgh, were taken; arms and colors seized. Ainsworth underscores the final hours—parley under truce flags, the strain between military professionals and gentleman leaders, and the sense of betrayal among rank-and-file. He uses Preston’s topography—Fishergate’s barricade, the churchyard vantage points—to tether character decisions to physical space, illustrating how encirclement politics and street geometry determined the insurrection’s collapse more than numbers alone.

The aftermath reshaped British politics and local society. Trials at Westminster Hall and in northern assizes led to executions on Tower Hill (Derwentwater and Kenmure, 24 February 1716), the dramatic escape of the Earl of Nithsdale from the Tower (23 February 1716), Oxburgh’s execution at Tyburn (14 May 1716), widespread transportation, and sweeping attainders. The Habeas Corpus Suspension Act (1715), the Riot Act (1714, applied in 1715), the Septennial Act (1716), and the Disarming Act (1716) entrenched Whig ascendancy and curtailed Jacobite capacity. In Lancashire, forfeitures and surveillance weighed heavily on Catholic gentry networks. Ainsworth threads these consequences through backstories and epilogues, showing how legal retribution and estate confiscations haunted families and communities long after the smoke cleared.

As social and political critique, the book exposes the hazards of partisan oligarchy, confessional prejudice, and gentlemanly amateurism at war. It indicts a justice system that made examples of Catholic nobles and common soldiers while sparing some well-connected participants, and it highlights the gulf between elite leaders and the disciplined professionalism of veterans. By staging urban combat among tradesmen’s houses and parish lanes, Ainsworth foregrounds civilian vulnerability when national quarrels descend on local ground. He questions the moral calculus of a state that deploys the Riot Act and sweeping attainders to settle constitutional disputes, thereby revealing how power, property, and religion intertwined to define loyalty and punishment in early Georgian Britain.
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A SPLENDID place was Dilston Castle in Northumberland, the seat of the young Earl of Dervventwater, in the early part of the last century.

Crowning an eminence, overlooking a most picturesque district, approached by a long avenue of chestnut trees, and surrounded by woods, extending to the banks of the Tyne, the mansion formed a conspicuous object from whichever side it might be viewed.

Dilston Castle could not boast antiquity, having only been built some sixty years prior to the date of our story, by Sir James Radclyffe, subsequently created Earl of Derwentwater by James the Second, but it occupied the site of an old Border fortress, called Devilstone—since modified to Dilston—that had often resisted the incursions of the Scots.

Of this stronghold, which dated back to the time of Henry the First, only a single memorial was left, in the shape of a grey stone tower—all the rest having been demolished.

The mansion formed a square, and enclosed a spacious court with a fountain in the centre. The principal entrance, approached by a large person, was inside the court, and faced a grand gateway, that terminated the chestnut avenue.

Close by, though screened by trees, was a little chapel, wherein the rites of Rome were performed—the Radclyffes being strict adherents to the old religion. Hereabouts, also, stood the grey stone tower, before alluded to, and some chambers within it were still used.

As may be supposed, from its size, the mansion contained some magnificent apartments, and these were sumptuously furnished. Large gardens, laid out in the formal French style, and ornamented with terraces, flights of stone steps, statues, and fountains, added to the attractions of the place.

Beneath the acclivity, whereon stood the castle, was a romantic and beautiful dell, the sides of which were clothed with brushwood. Through the midst of the ravine rushed a stream, called the Devil's Water—bright and clear, despite its name—that hurried on, unless checked by a huge rock, or some other impediment, when it spread out into a pool. In places, the glen had a weird look, and many strange legends were connected with it.

The picturesque beauty of the spot was materially heightened by a lofty bridge flung across the hollow, and leading from the castle to the deer-park.

From this bridge, the stately structure, with the charming and diversified scenery around it, could be contemplated to the greatest advantage.

The park boasted many ancient oaks and ash-trees, and was well stocked with deer; the neighbouring moors abounded with grouse, the smaller streams with trout, and the Tyne with salmon. Better shooting and fishing could not be had than at Dilston.

The noble owner of this proud mansion, and the extensive domains attached to it, had succeeded to the title and estates on the death of his father, the second earl, some five years previously. In addition to Dilston, Langley Castle, and Simonburn in Northumberland he had large estates in Cumberland, and one side of the lovely lake of Dervventwater, from which he derived his title, belonged to him. Moreover, he had lead mines at Alston Moor that produced a very large revenue.

Notwithstanding his immense wealth and importance in the county, the young earl led a very retired life. As a Roman Catholic[2], he laboured under disabilities that prevented him from taking part in public affairs. But he maintained a numerous establishment, and was extremely hospitable, and his chaplain and almoner, Father Norham, distributed a tithe of his large income in charity.

Loyal to the sovereign he recognised, firm in the faith he professed,[1q] devout, charitable, courteous, courageous—such was the Earl of Derwentwater at twenty-two, when we first meet him.

The young earl's personal appearance was extremely prepossessing. Tall, and well-proportioned, he had finely-formed features, with blue eyes and fair locks. He was fond of all manly exercises, a daring horseman, a master of fence, and a good shot. Several important alliances had been proposed to him, but he was still unmarried.

Charles Radclyffe, his only brother, and his junior by a year and a half, resided with him at Dilston. There was a great personal resemblance between them. Like his brother, Charles Radclyffe was an enthusiastic Jacobite, and ready to run any risk for the restoration of the Stuarts.

Viscount Radclyffe and Langley, as the Earl of Derwentwater was styled in his father's lifetime, had been brought up at the court of the exiled monarch, James the Second, at Saint Germains, as a companion to the young prince, James Edward, who was about his own age, and to whom he was nearly allied by consanguinity—Lord Radclyffe's mother being a natural daughter of Charles the Second.

Constantly together, and sharing the same studies and the same sports, the cousins, as they were called, became greatly attached to each other, and no change had taken place in their sentiments when James the Second breathed his last, dying, as those in attendance on him avouched, in the odour of sanctity.

By the express desire of Queen Mary of Modena, Lord Radclyffe remained at Saint Germains until after the death of William the Third, and the accession of Anne, mixed up in the various Jacobite plots, of which that court was then the hot-bed, until the decease of his own father in 1705, compelled him to return to England, in order to take possession of his estates.

On his departure the young earl renewed his professions of loyalty and devotion to the Chevalier de Saint George[1], as the prince was now designated, and promised to hold himself in constant readiness for a summons to rise. He also took an affectionate leave of the queen, who embraced him like a mother, and gave him her blessing.

Five years flew by, during which an attempt at invasion was made by Chevalier de Saint George with a squadron under the command of the renowned Forbin, but the prince was unable to disembark, and consequently Lord Derwentwater was not called upon to join him.

Discouraged by this ill-success, and receiving no further support from Louis the Fourteenth, the prince joined the French army under Villars, and fought bravely at Malplaquet.

Ever since his return from Saint Germains Lord Derwentwater had resided at Dilston. He lacked a mother's care, for the countess had long been dead, but he was watched over and counselled by Father Norham, an excellent man, who had been chaplain to the late earl. In anticipation of a sudden summons, Lord Derwentwater kept a large collection of arms concealed in the old tower previously described. He had plenty of horses in his stables and elsewhere, and with his servants and retainers, and the number of miners in his employ, he could at anytime raise two or three hundred men, and arm and equip them.

Until lately, a secret correspondence had been constantly kept up between the Earl and the Chevalier de Saint George, but for some months no letter had been received from the prince.
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One morning, at this juncture, the young earl, mounted on his favourite dapple-grey steed, rode out from the castle, and took his way down the chestnut avenue, accompanied by his brother, Charles Radclyffe.

The two young equestrians made a very gallant appearance, being attired in scarlet riding-coats, edged with gold lace, feathered hats, long neckcloth, laced ruffles, and boots ascending above the knee. The grooms wore green riding-coats laced with gold, and green velvet caps.

The earl, who was riding to Corbridge, which was not very far off, proceeded at a leisurely pace, and occasionally halted to examine some object in the grounds, or listen to an appeal to his charity. In the latter case the applicant was sent on to the castle to state his case to Father Norham.

The morning was bright and clear, and the country looked so charming that the earl determined to extend his ride along the banks of the Tyne as soon as his business at Corbridge was finished; but he had not quitted the avenue when a horseman entered it, who was evidently proceeding to the castle.

This person might be a courier, for he rode a posthorse, and was followed by a post-boy, who carried his portmanteau; and there was nothing in his grey riding-dress to indicate rank. He had pistols in his girdle, and a hanger by his side. But he rode well, though provided only with a sorry hack, and had a military bearing. In age he could not be more than three-and-twenty, if so much. He was rather above the middle height, and slightly built, and his features were handsome and expressive.

On seeing the earl and his brother the stranger immediately slackened his pace, and rode slowly towards them.

Lord Derwentwater gazed at him in astonishment, and as if he could scarcely believe his eyes.

At length he turned to his brother and exclaimed:

“By Heaven, 'tis he!”

“He! who?” cried Charles Radclyffe.

“The Chevalier de Saint George,” replied the earl, under his breath.

“Impossible!” said the other. “He would never come here in this manner, and without giving us some notice of his design.”

“'Tis the prince, I repeat,” cried Derwentwater; “I cannot be mistaken. But the greatest caution must be observed, or the postboy's suspicions may be aroused.”

Next moment the stranger came up, and respectfully saluting the earl, told him he was the bearer of an important despatch, whereupon Lord Derwentwater invited him to the castle, and turning round, proceeded in that direction, keeping the supposed courier near him, while Charles Radclyffe, who had now recognised the stranger from his likeness to the portraits of the prince, rode at a little distance behind them.

The meeting was so cleverly managed that the grooms saw nothing extraordinary in it, and the post-boy was completely duped.

“I never had a harder task than to repress my delight at beholding your majesty,” said Lord Derwentwater. “You have indeed taken me by surprise.”

“Had it been possible I would have given you some intimation of my arrival and intended visit to you,” replied the prince, “but I only landed at Sunderland yesterday, and came on betimes this morning. Do not imagine I am come to summon you to arms, though my partisans in Scotland are ready to rise, and would at once join my standard were I to display it. No, cousin, my errand is pacific.”

“Pacific!” exclaimed the earl.

“My purpose is to obtain an interview with my sister, Queen Anne; and if I succeed, I believe no insurrection will be necessary, for I am persuaded she will agree to appoint me her successor. You must accompany me to London, cousin.”

“I will do whatever your majesty enjoins,” replied Lord Derwentwater, greatly astonished by what he heard. “But it is my duty to tell you that you will run great risk, while I very much fear you will not accomplish your object. Did you consult the queen, your mother, before setting out on this expedition?”

“I did, cousin, and must frankly own that she endeavoured to dissuade me from the attempt; for, as you are aware, her majesty deems Anne an unnatural daughter, and destitute of all feeling for the brother whose throne she has usurped. It may be so. Yet, cold as she is, Anne cannot be insensible to the king, our father's dying message, which I propose to deliver to her.”

“Nothing will move her, sire, depend upon it,” said the earl. “Queen Anne is so strongly opposed to the Roman Catholic religion, that unless your majesty will consent to change your faith she will turn a deaf ear to your entreaties.”

“We shall see,” replied the Chevalier de Saint George. “At all events, I shall have an answer from her own lips, and shall then know how to act. As I have just told you, the queen, my mother, strove to combat my determination; but, finding I was not to be shaken, she entreated me to take you with me. To this I readily agreed, as I knew I could rely on your devotion. I embarked at Dunquerque without a single attendant, and in this disguise, and landed yesterday at Sunderland.”

“And right glad I am to welcome your majesty to Dilston,” said the earl. “But let me implore you to change your plans, and instead of supplicating Queen Anne for the crown, that of right belongs to yourself, snatch it from her brow! Should you decide thus—and I believe it will be for the best—I will undertake, within a week, to raise a large force—while thousands will flock to your standard in Scotland. Your majesty will do well to weigh my proposal ere setting out on a hazardous expedition to London. Here you have a mansion you can call your own—servants you can command—friends at your disposal—and in a few days you will have an army. Be advised by me, my gracious liege, and abandon this wild scheme. Suffer me to get together your adherents. Let me send off messengers without delay to Lord Widdring-ton, Tom Errington, of Beaufront, John Shaftoe, Swinbourn, Charleton, Clavering, and others in the county, to collect all their retainers.”

“But they are unprepared,” remarked the prince.

“Pardon me, my liege. The friends I have named are always prepared, and the news that your majesty is here would rouse them all to come at once. I ought to have added to the list Jack Hall, of Otterburn, and Tom Forster, of Bamborough. They are High Church Tories, and will bring many others with them.”

“No doubt they would prove an important acquisition,” said the prince. “But I will not try to dethrone Anne till I have given her the chance of acting fairly towards me. I am very sanguine as to the result of my interview with her.”

“Heaven grant your majesty may not be disappointed!” rejoined Lord Derwentwater. “I will say no more. Whenever it shall please you to set out to London, I shall be ready to attend you.”

“I will remain here till to-morrow, cousin,” said the prince. “On some future occasion I hope to be your guest for a longer time; but though Dilston is a charming place, and I should like to see all its beauties, it must not detain me now.”

They were at the end of the avenue, but, before passing through the gateway, Lord Derwentwater said to the prince, “Your majesty had best dismount here, and get rid of the postboy.”

On this the prince sprang from his horse, while the gate-porter, by the earl's directions, paid the postboy, and took the portmanteau from him.

Having received a handsome gratuity for himself, the man then departed with his horses in tolerably good humour, though aware of the earl's hospitality he had hoped to be regaled in the servants' hall.

“Meanwhile, Lord Derwentwater and his brother having alighted, the party walked across the great quadrangular court—the prince pausing occasionally to look around, and express his admiration.

“By my faith! cousin, you have a splendid house,” he cried. “'Tis quite a palace.”

“Why not take possession of it, my liege?” replied Derwentwater.

“You tempt me greatly. But no! I must not be diverted from my purpose.”

They then ascended the magnificent flight of stone steps, and entered a spacious hall—the door being thrown open by a butler and several other servants in the earl's rich livery.

“Little did I dream, when I set forth an hour ago, whom I should bring back as my guest,” observed Lord Derwentwater.

“You have often told me at Saint Germains how rejoiced you would be to see me here,” rejoined the prince; “and now you perceive I have taken you at your word. But you are very remiss, cousin—pray present your brother to me!”

The presentation then took place, but without any ceremony, on account of the servants, and the prince shook hands very heartily with Charles Radclyffe.

Just then, an elderly personage, with silver locks that fell over his shoulders, and wearing a priestly garb, entered the hall. It was Father Norham, who had come to see who the earl had brought with him. The good priest had a kindly and benevolent expression of countenance, and fixed his keen grey eyes inquiringly on the stranger, with whose appearance he was greatly struck.

After a few moments' scrutiny he consulted Lord Derwentwater by a look, and his suspicions being confirmed, he most respectfully returned the reverence made to him by the prince.

Having given some orders to the butler, Lord Derwentwater conducted his guest to the library which opened from the hall, and they were followed by Charles Rad-clyffe and the priest.

Further disguise was now unnecessary, and no inquisitive observer being present, the prince was treated by all with the respect that was his due.

The impression of the priest and Charles Radclyffe was that he was come to prepare a rising, and when they learnt his real design they could scarcely conceal their disappointment. Neither of them, however, ventured to offer a remonstrance, till Father Norham, being urged by the prince to speak out, said:

“I fear your majesty will find the queen impracticable. Moreover, she has already named the Elector of Hanover her successor.”

“But she may change her mind, good father.”

“Her ministers will not allow her to do so, my liege. They are resolved upon a Protestant succession—and so is she. Renounce your religion, and you will succeed—not otherwise.”

“I have already said as much to his majesty,” observed Lord Derwentwater. “But he entertains a better opinion of the queen than I do.”

“I am unwilling to believe that she will disregard her father's dying injunctions,” said the prince. “Bear in mind that she has never seen me. When we meet, the voice of natural affection will make itself heard. She will then become sensible of the great wrong she has done me, and hasten to make atonement. She will feel that by her wicked and unnatural conduct she has incurred Heaven's displeasure. Her own children have been taken from her. Other severe chastisements may follow, if not averted. These are the arguments I shall employ.”

“And they will fail in effect, my liege, because her heart is hardened, and she is blind to her sinfulness,” said the priest. “She would rather sacrifice her brother than help to re-establish our religion.”

“Trust me, my liege, Father Norham has formed a just estimate of the queen's character,” said Lord Derwentwater. “'Tis vain to appeal to good feelings, where none exist.”

“But I do not believe she is so utterly devoid of natural affection as her conduct would seem to bespeak,” said the prince. “You shall judge from what I am about to tell you. I have solicited a private interview with her in Saint James's Palace, and she has granted my request.”

“Granted it!” exclaimed Lord Dervventwater in astonishment, that was shared by the others.

“Ay,” replied the prince. “My letter was conveyed by a faithful friend, and the answer to it was that her majesty would see me. Nothing more. But that was all I asked. She felt compunction for her ill doing, or she would have refused my request.”

“But how will you obtain admittance to her, my liege?” asked Lord Derwentwater.

“Easily,” replied the prince. “The Earl of Mar will usher me into her presence.”

“This certainly seems favourable, and alters my view of the matter,” said the earl. “Yet it may be a device of Harley to ensnare your majesty. Are you certain that your letter reached the queen?”

“My emissary would not deceive me,” replied the prince. “He is as loyal as yourself.”

“If I may speak plainly to your majesty,” remarked Charles Radclyffe, “I would say that I have still great doubts. The queen may delude you with false hopes to keep you quiet.”

“Nay, she will keep her promise if she makes it. Of that I am convinced,” said Father Norham.

At this juncture the butler entered to say that luncheon was served, upon which the earl conducted his guest to the dining-room, where a very substantial repast awaited them.

The Chevalier de Saint George had not breakfasted, and his early morning's ride having given him a good appetite, he did ample justice to the broiled trout from the Devil's Water, and the cutlets of Tyne salmon set before him.

As the servants were present during the repast, he was treated merely as an ordinary visitor, and the conversation between him and the earl was conducted entirely in French.

This circumstance excited the suspicion of Mr. Newbiggin, the butler, who from the first had been struck by the stranger's appearance and manner, and he soon became convinced that Mr. Johnson, as the prince was called, was a very important personage.

On quitting the dining-room, the butler found the earl's chief valet in the entrance-hall, and said to him:

“I can't make out this Mr. Johnson, Thirlwall. I should like to know what you think of him?”

“I'm puzzled, I own,” replied the other. “He seems to me like a Frenchman.”

“No more a Frenchman than his lordship is, Thirlwall. But I shouldn't wonder,” said the butler, knowingly, “if he has been brought up at a French court.”

“At the Court of Saint Germains?” cried Thirlwall.

“Precisely,” said the butler.

“Why, you seem to insinuate that it's the Chevalier de Saint George in person, Newbiggin.”

“I've my own idea on that point, Thirlwall,” said the butler. “If it should turn out as I suspect, we're on the eve of an insurrection. The prince wouldn't come here on a trifling errand. But keep quiet for the present—this is mere conjecture.”

The butler then returned to the dining-room, while Mr. Thirlwall hurried to the servants' hall, where he retailed all he had just heard, with some additions of his own.

In less than half-an-hour it was known among the whole household that his majesty, King James the Third, had arrived, in disguise, at the castle.
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If any confirmation were wanted of the suspicions now generally entertained by Mr. Newbiggin and the rest of the servants that a rising was imminent, it was afforded by the earl, who took his guest, as soon as luncheon was over, to see the arms stored in the old tower.

The inspection occupied some time, for three or four chambers had to be visited, each full of muskets, calivers, pistols, cartouche-boxes, powder-horns, shot-bags[5], belts, swords of various sizes and make, hatchets, pikes, halberts, black leather caps, drums, kettle-drums, trumpets, fifes, and other martial instruments. In a vault beneath the basement floor were bestowed several barrels of gunpowder.

When the examination was finished, the prince expressed himself delighted with the preparations made.

“You told me you could arm and equip two or three hundred men, cousin,” he said. “And I now perceive you did not exaggerate. But where are the men?”

“I have but to ride to Alston Moor, my liege, to find them, and bring them back with me,” said Charles Rad-clyffe.

“Men and arms are ready,” said the earl. “Shall we raise the standard?” he added, lifting up the flag.

At this moment, as if in response to the appeal, shouts were heard outside, and several voices exclaimed:

“Long live King James the Third[4]!”

“Is this premeditated, cousin?” said the prince.

“No, by my faith,” replied the earl. “But it seems your majesty's presence has been discovered—how I know not. Shall I send away the troublesome varlets?”

“'Twere needless, since the discovery has been made,” said the prince, who did not seem much displeased.

“Your majesty need feel no uneasiness,” observed Father Norham, who formed one of the party. “There are no traitors at Dilston. All here are loyal, and would die rather than betray you.”

“On that assurance I shall not hesitate to show myself to them,” said the prince. “Attend me, I pray you, cousin.”

The massive door being thrown open, a singular spectacle was seen.

In front of the tower was collected a large number of the household, with several out-door servants—grooms, gamekeepers, huntsmen, gardeners, and their assistants—most of them young and active-looking, though the coachman was old and stout, and there were three or four others, who must have lived in the family for half a century. But these were just as enthusiastic as their comrades.

When the prince appeared another loud shout arose, and would have been renewed had not the earl commanded silence.

“I thank you heartily, my good friends, for this manifestation of your zeal,” said the prince. “Do not imagine, because I have come hither in disguise, that I am afraid to trust myself with you, or, in the slightest degree, doubt your fidelity. The Earl of Derwentwater[3], your master, is my best friend, and dear to me as a brother. No one can live with him without sharing his sentiments. I could not, therefore, have any distrust. But I feared that in the excess of your zeal you might not keep guard upon your tongues, and I am very desirous that my landing in England, and arrival at Dilston, should not be known for the present. Secrecy, as you will easily understand, is essential to the success of my projects.”

A murmur of delight arose from the assemblage, but further shouting was checked by Newbiggin, who, stepping forward, made a profound obeisance to the prince, and said:

“Your majesty need fear no indiscretion on our part. I will answer for my fellow-servants. We know the importance of our trust.”

“Ay, that we do,” cried several voices.

“I am perfectly satisfied,” said the prince; “and I shall feel easier now that this explanation has taken place. Again accept my thanks for your manifestation of sympathy and attachment to me. I cannot speak to you all, but there is one among you to whom I would fain say a word.”

And he designated a tall, fine old man, standing at the back of the assemblage.

“That is Nicholas Ribbleton, my liege,” said Newbiggin. “He lived with his lordship's grandfather.”

“And was much liked by him, and by my father,” added the earl. “Nicholas Ribbleton will always have a home at Dilston.”

“Bring him to me,” said the prince.

Summoned by the butler, old Ribbleton would have thrown himself at the prince's feet, but the latter prevented him, and gave him his hand, which the old man pressed devotedly to his heart.

“I never expected such an honour as this,” he said. “Your majesty is too gracious to me. I have always been devoted to your royal house, and shall continue so to the last.[2q] It may sound boastful when I say that both King Charles the Second, and your august father, King James, deigned to notice me. Long have I desired to behold your majesty, and now the wish is gratified.” Here emotion choked his utterance for a moment but he added, “If I live to see your majesty on the throne I shall die content Long have we looked for your coming, but now you are come, don't turn back till you have won the victory. You have right on your side. The crown belongs to your majesty and not to Queen Anne.[3q] If she won't surrender it, take it! Such is the advice that an old man, who has spoken to the king, your father, and your royal uncle, dares to give you. Pardon my freedom, sire!”

“I not only pardon it, but am obliged to you for speaking so freely,” replied the prince, in a gracious and encouraging tone. “What will you say if Queen Anne should surrender the crown to me?”

“I shall say that a miracle has been worked,” said Ribbleton. “But judging by her conduct, it seems very unlikely that she will act justly. Were I your majesty, I wouldn't trust her promises, however fair they may be.”

“Thou art too bold, Ribbleton,” interposed Lord Derwentwater.

“Nay, I am not offended,” said the prince. “There is wisdom in the old man's words. I will have some further talk with you anon, my good friend,” he added to Ribbleton, who made an obeisance, and retired highly pleased.

At the same time Newbiggin gave a sign to the rest of the household, and the place was quickly cleared.
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Lord Derwentwater then took his royal guest to the stables, and showed him his fine stud of horses, with which the prince was greatly pleased. After looking over the collection, his highness made choice of a strong hackney for his proposed journey. The earl offered him his own dapple-grey steed, but the prince would not deprive him of his favourite.

No precise orders were given, but two of the grooms were told that they might have to set out for London on the morrow, and must therefore make all needful arrangements. The men asked no questions, but promised that his lordship's injunctions should be attended to.

Father Norham had not accompanied the party to the stables, but proceeded to the little chapel before alluded to, where he was joined by the prince, and received his highness's confession.

Mass was afterwards performed, at which most of the household assisted—several of the female servants being present.

It was a pleasing sight to see the little place of worship on that interesting occasion. Doubtless, many of the persons there assembled thought more of the prince than of their devotions, but their behaviour was extremely decorous.

The chapel was not larger than an ordinary room, and very simply furnished. In a small oaken pew at the upper end, on the right of the altar, sat the Chevalier de Saint George—almost concealed from view. In a similar pew on the left were the Earl of Derwentwater and his brother. On wooden benches behind were collected the servants—the women sitting by themselves on the left. Many a curious eye was fixed on the prince whenever he arose. The solemn service was admirably performed by Father Norham.

Strange thoughts possessed Lord Derwentwater. In the family vault beneath the chapel lay his sire and grand-sire, both of whom had been devoted to the Stuarts. Might not their shades be hovering around? Exceedingly superstitious, the earl thought so, and so did Charles Radclyffe.

The congregation had dispersed—long to remember the event.

Before quitting the chapel, the prince said to the earl:

“Are not some of your family buried here, my lord?”

“My father and my grandfather,” replied the other. “And if aught could rouse them from their slumbers it would be your majesty's presence.”

The prince remained silent for a moment, looking very grave, and then said:

“You will scarce credit me when I tell you that I saw—or fancied I saw—two figures standing between me and the altar. Their mournful looks seemed to convey a warning. I saw them only for a moment. They pointed to you and your brother, and then disappeared. What think you of this? Were they phantoms?”

“I know not what to think,” replied the earl. “No such appearances have ever been beheld before, but then no prince of your royal house has ever before knelt within this chapel. We will consult Father Norham anon. Meantime, let me take your majesty to the garden. You must banish these gloomy thoughts.”

A stroll through the charming gardens quickly produced the desired effect. As yet the prince had seen nothing of the beauties of the place, and was unacquainted with the commanding position of the castle. The view from the terrace enchanted him, and he remained for some time contemplating the lovely scene in silence, and then broke out into raptures. By his own request he was next taken to the deer-park, and halted on the bridge to look at the castle. It has already been mentioned that this was the best point from which the stately structure could be surveyed, and the prince was of that opinion.

“How well the castle looks as it towers above us,” he cried, “and what a striking picture it makes, combined with this deep glen, the rushing stream, and yonder woods, with the Tyne in the distance! You could not have a nobler residence, cousin.”

“Undoubtedly, my liege, I ought to be content with it,” rejoined the earl; “and so I am. Yet I must own I should prefer the old stronghold that once stood there, and of which you have just seen a relic; and had it not been demolished by my grandfather, Earl Francis, I would have preserved it. Imagine how well the stern old pile must have looked, perched on that height, and how completely it must have harmonised with this ravine, and with the woods. Its position and strength considered, it is not surprising that the Scottish marauders, though they often came in force, could never take it. The fortress might have stood a siege in our own time.”

“Very true,” replied the prince, smiling. “And on that account its destruction may be regretted. Otherwise, the modern building is most to my taste. I could desire nothing better.”

“I trust, ere long, Windsor Castle may be yours, my liege,” said Lord Derwentwater; “and then you will think little of Dilston.”

“Dilston cannot vie with Windsor, that is certain, cousin. Nevertheless, it is a splendid place, and you are fortunate in possessing it. The mansion only wants one thing to make it perfect. You can guess what I mean. But I will tell you plainly. A lady ought to grace it.”

“I shall wait till your majesty is restored before I take a wife,” said the earl.

“Why wait?” said the Chevalier de Saint George. “Has no fair Northumbrian damsel caught your eye? I am told Tom Forster's sister, Dorothy, is marvellously beautiful. She may not be rich, but you do not want a dower.”

“Dorothy Forster is a very charming girl, I admit, and has many agreeable qualities, but I never thought seriously of her.”

“Strange you should have alluded to her in one of your letters to me.”

“Your majesty reminds me that I compared her very advantageously with her brother, who is a mere country squire, and not remarkable for wit, whereas Dorothy is extremely lively and clever, besides being very pretty. But I didn't mean to intimate that I had fallen in love with her.”

“You gave me that impression, I confess, cousin,” said the Chevalier de Saint George. “I fully expected your next letter would tell me you were engaged to her. Is she very young?”

“About eighteen, I fancy.”

“Just the age. And she rides well, I think you said?”

“Admirably. Tom Forster keeps the best pack of hounds in the country, and she goes out with them.”

“I only see one objection. Her brother does not belong to our religion.”

“But she does,” rejoined the earl.

“Then you cannot do better than make choice of her.”

“Even if I were to take your majesty's advice, it does not follow I should be accepted.”

“Bah! the Earl of Derwentwater is not likely to be refused.”

“Dorothy Forster will wed no one she does not love. Nor would I wed her unless certain I had won her heart.”

“Have you any doubt upon the point, cousin?”

“Your majesty is pleased to rally me.”

“I want an answer to the question.”

Just then an interruption to their discourse was offered by Charles Radclyife, who came hurriedly down to the bridge to announce that some visitors had arrived at the castle.

“Newbiggin couldn't send them away, and was driven to his wit's end, for they would come in,” said Charles.

“Who are they?” asked the earl.

“Mr. Forster of Bamborough, and his sister,” replied Charles.

“Indeed!” exclaimed the prince. “This is a lucky chance.”

“It would have mattered little if they had been alone, my liege,” said Charles. “Unluckily, Sir John Webb of Canford, Lady Webb, and their daughter are with them, and the whole party evidently intend to stay here till tomorrow. Sir John and Lady Webb have brought a great coach with them and a pack of servants, but the two girls and Tom Forster came on horseback. Forster wouldn't hear a word from Newbiggen, but told him he was sure his lordship would be glad to see them.”

“And so I should, under other circumstances,” said the earl.

“Heed me not,” cried the prince. “I am pleased at this opportunity of meeting Mr. Forster and Sir John Webb, both of whom I know are my warm partisans.”

“Since your majesty does not object, I feel quite easy,” said the earl. “Where are the visitors?” he added, to his brother.

“I left them on the lawn,” replied Charles. “I told them you had a friend with you—nothing more. Shall I prepare them, my liege!”

“No,” replied the prince. “I will chose my own time for the disclosure.”

“Haste back, then, and say I













V.—ANNA WEBB AND DOROTHY FORSTER.
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VII.—THE PROPOSAL.







































VIII.—COLONEL OXBURGH AND HIS COMPANIONS.



























OEBPS/text/00001.jpg
William Harrison
Ainsworth

Preston Fight; or,
The Insurrection
of 1715





OEBPS/text/00002.png





OEBPS/text/00005.jpg





