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  RONALD BLACK

  INTRODUCTION


  Anyone who enjoys classic sitcoms on television  which means more or less anyone at all  will enjoy Tales and Travels of a School Inspector. Think Yes,
  Minister. Think Father Ted. Think The Office. Take a cast of fallible human beings, puff them up with positions of importance, put them into a set of bizarre confrontations
  against a familiar and well-defined backdrop, then stand back and watch the fun.


  Take for example the episode of the Dead School Inspector and how his body is removed from the hotel without upsetting the guests. Or the Snowy Day episode, when the Inspector arrives feet
  first, crashing through the school door in an explosion of white after sliding helplessly downhill on his backside. Or the Politeness episode, when the Inspector leaves the room after delivering
  his homily, realises he has forgotten his notebook, crosses the floor to where he has left it on the teachers desk, says, Did any of you children notice what I forgot? to test
  their powers of observation, and receives the reply, Yes, sir, you forgot to say Excuse me when you passed in front of Miss Smith.


  And while youre enjoying yourself, it suddenly strikes you that youre learning things about the system or history or life or the
  way things were that many a serious tome or documentary has failed to tell you. Thats comedy. Thats satire. Thats good writing. Yes, thats Tales and Travels of
  a School Inspector.


  John Wilson, born in Dufftown in the Banffshire Highlands but brought up at Keig in Aberdeenshire, became a schools inspector under the terms of the sweeping Education (Scotland) Act of 1872,
  which effectively nationalised primary education and made it available gratis to all children in Scotland of either sex between the ages of five and ten. This was much more than the school
  in every parish promised by John Knoxs Reformation in 1560, for in the Highlands and Islands parishes were enormous and there was simply no question of children travelling long
  distances across mountains, rivers, lochs, sea-fords and bits of the Atlantic Ocean. The act brought schools and teachers to the children, wherever they were and no matter how few they might be
   indeed Wilson tells us of the power wielded by a child who found himself the only pupil in his school. Admittedly, he also points out that the children of gamekeepers and shepherds
  far removed from public schools had to be taught by itinerant, non-certificated teachers in their own homes.


  The Education (Scotland) Act of 1872 is probably best remembered today for two reasons. One is that it brought about a sudden burst of school-building. Little stone-built one- or two-roomed
  schools sprang up everywhere, all built more or less to the same plan and all with 1872  or 1873, or 1874, or later, because major legislation
  cant be turned into reality with a snap of the fingers  carved on the lintel. Many of these can still be seen today.


  The other reason is the fate of Gaelic. Those whose knowledge of Scotland is based on prejudice assume that the decline of the language can safely be attributed to the Treaty of Union (1707) or
  the Battle of Culloden (1746). But received opinion among those who have studied the history of the language is that if theres any single culprit, its the Education (Scotland) Act of
  1872. Prior to that year there was a network of charity schools, fondly remembered as na Sgoilean Gidhlig, in which all the battles for the right of Gaelic to be a medium of
  instruction and a respected part of the curriculum had been fought and won, with a little help from Dr Johnson, in the eighteenth century. Admittedly, these charity schools were neither free nor
  compulsory, and therefore many, especially girls, never saw the inside of a classroom. All this was swept away in 1872 by the simple fact that Gaelic was not mentioned in the act, and Wilson shows
  teachers and inspectors struggling to cope with this extraordinary omission. The crass unwritten assumptions of linguistic imperialism, which leave Gaelic activists regularly feeling that they are
  fighting a can of Campbells soup, were here to stay, no matter how many attempts were made to repair the damage during the twentieth century. The last generation of Gaelic-speaking women who
  never learned one word of English, those born before 1867, passed away early in my lifetime, but bilingualism did not take root immediately, and in the 1960s, when selling Gaelic books from door to
  door in the Western Isles, I had the privilege of meeting various old ladies  women of charm and intellect  who had come through the new system without gaining a conversational
  knowledge of English.


  Under the terms of the act this was a failure, which was why its inspection regime was so important. Wilson, a bachelor, had clearly put himself down as willing to inspect out-of-the-way
  schools, and it was to out-of-the-way schools, from Orkney and Lewis in the north to Heisker and Mingulay in the west and Islay in the south, that he went. Tales and Travels of a School
  Inspector is thus, above all, a marvellous series of anecdotes and reminiscences of children who lived during the years between the act and the First World War in some of the parts of Scotland
  most challenged by nature. It demonstrates that the best insights into social history are gleaned not by travellers but by those who have access to real peoples lives through their job. We
  read not merely of hotels where the scurrying of rats was taken for granted, but of homilies in school against the habit of spitting (particularly necessary where pupils lived in houses with mud
  floors). Buried deep in the book is a brief and appalling vignette of education as it once was: Wilson finds a class of senior pupils vying with each other as to who can shout loudest in their
  effort to commit the Second Commandment to memory, while the teacher stalks about inflicting corporal punishment with the tawse upon those whom he considers are not paying sufficient attention to
  the task.


  In Canna, by contrast, Wilson completely fails to hear a class of eighteen children entering the school and sitting down at their desks, then discovers how they are able to be so quiet 
  none of them have shoes. There is of course much of more local interest. We have a brief glimpse of the school at Boath in Easter Ross where Professor W. J. Watson, author of The Celtic
  Place-Names of Scotland, was a pupil, and in Lewis theres a reference to the local factor, an estimable man  clearly Donald Munro, whose name is reviled in the
  island to this day. For schools inspectors to associate with him was enough to leave them open to attempted murder, and Wilson describes such an event in graphic terms. Afterwards he took to
  carrying a revolver. Finally, although himself a member of the Free Church, he makes a deeply serious allegation against the FC parents at Cross School in Ness: that they gave all the money they
  had to the sustentation fund, which paid ministers salaries, and failed to feed their own children, whom he found vomiting water from starvation. Whether there is any truth
  behind this allegation I do not know.


  Tales and Travels is a gripping read from start to finish. Admittedly, Wilson had read and written more school reports than were good for him, and sometimes slips into Inspectorese. I
  dont speak it myself, but I, too, have read more school reports than I care to admit, in my case as a professional Gaelic translator. Recently, when doing a proofing job, I found that the
  anonymous translator had been misled by a typical snatch of Inspectorese: Most pupils made very good progress in overtaking agreed learning targets. It had been translated: Rinn
  a mhrchuid de sgoilearan for dheagh adhartas ann a bhith a dol seachad air amasan ionnsachaidh aontaichte. Which means: Most pupils had made very good
  progress in going past agreed learning targets. Oops! So I nearly fell off my chair when I discovered from this book that HMIs have been talking like this for a hundred years. While
  the warships were lying at anchor in the bay, says Wilson, the annual inspection of the schools was being overtaken. And: With the smattering of Gaelic I acquired, I
  contrived to overtake my work.


  Dont get me wrong. John Wilson had spent too many hours of his life jawing with anglers and commercial travellers in country hotels  rat-infested or otherwise  not to know
  how to tell a good story. Hes capable of irony (In the days of School Boards the members considered themselves men of importance, as doubtless they were), and can paint an
  enthralling picture with a few deft strokes, as of the sea-ford between North Uist and Benbecula. I remember once crossing this ford on a moonlight night when the state of the tide made this
  possible. A man mounted on a white horse acted as guide. The scene was weird in the extreme.


  The system of public education of which John Wilson was such a dependable buttress has left its mark on Scotlands psyche and on her reputation in the world at large. In his Gaelic poem of
  1972 in commemoration of the act, the Lewisman Derick Thomson chose a dynamic image to symbolise it  fire  and offered a balance-sheet of economic gain and socio-cultural damage.


  
    
      Ceud bliadhna san sgoil


      is sinn nar Gaidheil fhathast . . .

    

  


  A hundred years in school / and were Gaels still! / Who would have thought the root was so tough? / They poured a load of books on us, / languages, foreign
  history, / science, and put a match to them. / O what a blaze / of ministers and dominies, / doctors and engineers, / professors and car-salesmen, / but after a hundred years, / after each
  scorching and singeing, / when they brushed away the ash / the root was there still . . .


  When youve read Tales and Travels of a School Inspector, if youve enjoyed the stories about teachers devious ways of getting prior warning of the inspectors
  visit, and inspectors counter-machinations to take them by surprise, get a hold of Christina Halls Twice around the Bay (there, the title gives it away).


  Its another Birlinn book and its a corker.


  


  


  Ronald Black, Peebles, 2007
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  JOHN WILSON

  PREFACE


  The lot of an Inspector of schools half a century ago presented many contrasts to that of his successor of today. The larger area with which he necessarily became familiar, the
  slower and more trying methods of travelling, and the widely different social and educational conditions which then obtained, entailed for him many experiences which would be impossible
  nowadays.


  My professional career covered a period of nearly forty years. In the course of it I visited a very large number of schools of various types in half the counties of Scotland, including all the
  Highland ones, as well as all the Islands, with the exception of Shetland, Bute, Arran, Cumbrae and St Kilda.


  Urged by old colleagues and friends cognisant of my exceptional opportunities, I have ventured to put on record some of the incidents and impressions of a long and happy service. The selection
  and grouping of these has been no easy task; but it has given me one of the greatest of lifes pleasures  that of recalling happy memories of the days of other years.


  For obvious reasons I have refrained from mentioning names of individuals and places. Autobiographical matter has been included only where it could not well be avoided.


  To literary art, I need hardly add, I make no claim. My aim has been to furnish a simple record of incidental experiences, which may interest the general reader, as well as some of the many
  whose thoughts and activities are concerned with Scottish education.


  


  John Wilson, Edinburgh, April 1928


  


  CHAPTER 1


  INTRODUCTORY


  Although I was brought up and received my early education in the parish of Keig in Aberdeenshire, I was born in the comparatively small town of Dufftown in Banffshire,
  important in that it was the birthplace of the distinguished soldier, Sir Donald Stuart, and Lord Mountstephen, who built the Canadian Pacific Railway across the Rockies and was created a peer in
  1891. Regarding the latter, I am constrained to record the following incident of his boyhood, when to assist his parents he was engaged to herd the cows on the farm of a distant relative of my own.
  The farmers wife made her own cheese, which she stored in a small outhouse. One day she discovered that some tempting portions were missing. She had no hesitation in concluding that the
  little herd boy was the thief. While being duly chastised he stoutly denied the theft. Many years passed. A day came when, being now a Lord, he visited Dufftown, and was being fted in the
  town hall by the inhabitants. The farmers wife, a frail old woman, entered. His Lordship recognised her at once. Springing to his feet, he hastened towards her, and as he led her forward by
  the arm his first words were, Come awa, Jean; I did steal the cheese. That lie had evidently been rankling in his mind all his life. The sight of his old mistress prompted the
  confession.


  A schoolfellow of mine was William Benton, whose murder in Mexico by the notorious Villa caused considerable sensation in this country.


  It may interest some of my readers to know that I received part of my training in the classics in the manse of the Rev. Dr William Pirie Smith, father of the distinguished Professor William
  Robertson Smith. I have occasionally sat at one side of the table while the greatest Hebraist of the day was reading a book at the other. His father, being short of stature, had to stand on a small
  platform in the pulpit. I have seen the beadle removing it when the father of Sir William Robertson Nicoll, late editor of the British Weekly, came to assist at Communions.


  One afternoon I was having tea in the manse. Opposite me sat the Professor. By my side was Bertie, his youngest brother. At that time the Professors so-called heretical opinions were
  causing a stir in the Free Church. During a pause in the conversation the young hopeful, who had evidently been keeping his ears open to all that was passing, suddenly broke the silence with,
  I say, Willie, is it true that you dont think theres a Devil? The Professor burst out laughing as his mother promptly tapped the interrogators shoulder, with the
  remark, Little boys must not speak when at tea.


  In due course, after serving a pupil teachership, I passed through Moray House Free Church Training College and Edinburgh University, where I graduated in 1877. During my Arts course I had a
  number of class-fellows who rose to distinguished positions. Amongst them were Lords Sands and Salveson; the Rev. Dr Playfair, who succeeded the Rev. Dr Boyd of St Andrews; the Rev. Dr Cathels,
  ex-Moderator of the Church of Scotland; and John W. Mackail, our most brilliant classical scholar.


  While I am on the subject of Arts, let me record what happened at the eccentric Professor Blackies house when a few of his best students, and particularly Gaelic-speaking ones, were
  invited to breakfast at eight oclock one Saturday morning. At these functions, over which his wife, whom he declared he loved better than Pindar, presided with a quiet dignity, in marked
  contrast to her husbands hilarious demeanour, themes of all kinds, occasionally flavoured with Greek, came under discussion. As most of the young men had but recently quitted their beds,
  dreams and their interpretation naturally formed a suitable topic. One student with a lack of good taste in presence of a lady ventured to say that he had been dreaming about the parasites which
  find human hair their happy hunting ground. The table was convulsed with laughter, in which the Professor joined as he remarked, And what more natural than for a fellow to dream about
  whats running in his head? He was a typical Autocrat of the breakfast table. Though scholarly, he never taught us much Greek. I have often wondered what he really did
  teach us. The most trifling incident would divert him from his function. As was his wont, he daily opened with the Lords Prayer in Greek. One morning a disturbance in the class upset him. He
  paused, forgot where he was in the prayer, and asked the students to give him the last word. Almost every word was suggested. The result was a lecture on the unreliability of memory, but no Greek
  lesson that day.


  After a brief assistantship in Wigtown Academy, I was appointed headmaster of Duffus Public School in Morayshire. Of an evening it was always interesting to have a talk with old residenters
  regarding the ancient history of the school, from which my two predecessors, both licentiates of the Church of Scotland, had demitted office to become in succession minister of the
  parish of Glenlivet. I was particularly interested in their description of cock-fighting in the old school. It reminded me of Hugh Millers narrative in My Schools and Schoolmasters.
  It was an annual event. The bigger boys brought each a cock on the day appointed. Inside a ring of pupils, with the dominie as referee, two birds at a time fought till one or other of them
  succumbed to his injuries. A penny or twopence at most was the entry money. This the teacher collected, and in addition claimed the vanquished fowls. There was no Society for the Prevention of
  Cruelty to Animals in those days.


  It was in 1882, about ten years after the passing of Lord Youngs Education Act, that I joined the inspectorate. The mode of inspection then was very different from what obtains nowadays.
  Everything was stereotyped. Rules laid down had to be followed to the letter. The appraisement of grants, as the result of individual examination on prescribed lines according to a code to which I
  shall subsequently refer as the Cast-iron Code, lay entirely in the hands of Her Majestys Inspector, who was often placed in a most invidious position. Luckily for him, My
  Lords of the Education Department almost invariably endorsed his estimate of a school. Otherwise his life would have sometimes been intolerable.


  When Sir John Struthers succeeded Sir Henry Craik, My Lords was dropped and the Department substituted. Thus a healthier educational atmosphere was created all
  round.


  In the years when the Inspectors in both England and Scotland were emissaries of the Education Department, the correspondence was often amusing, and did not make for confidence in the staff of
  the London Office. For instance, an Inspector once showed me a minute referring to a school in Skye. One official who had to deal with the matter wrote on the margin, Where is Skye?
  The colleague to whom the query was addressed wrote below, I am not quite sure, but I think its not far from the Orkney Islands. Before the case was settled I am confident from
  what the Inspector minuted that both of these officials found it advisable to revise their geography of Scotland.


  When, as rarely happened, a subordinate member of the inspectorate fell short of work in his district, he was summoned to the London Office for clerical work. To this he did not object, as it
  afforded him an excellent opportunity of seeing the city. One man who rose to the top of the ladder told me that when he entered on duty he got through his first task so expeditiously that a
  deputation of the clerks approached him with a statement that if he did his work so smartly he would bring dire disaster on the whole clerical fraternity. As he was to be there only temporarily, he
  readily agreed to adopt their ca canny slogan. When he was leaving, one and all assured him of a warm welcome should he happen to come back. But he never did.


  With these introductory remarks I shall now proceed to deal with other reminiscences, grave and gay, associated with my inspectorial career.


  


  CHAPTER 2


  INSPECTION


  In my experience, Inspectors I have met or been associated with professionally have been as varied in scholarly ability and fitness for their special work as the teachers whose
  labours they were appointed to criticise and appraise. Appointment to the inspectorate, in the early days at least, depended more on scholarship than teaching experience. A graduate of Oxford or
  Cambridge had an advantage over one possessing a Scottish University degree only. To my knowledge it oftener than once happened that a scholarly young man, who had never seen the inside of a
  primary school, and who had no teaching experience, was appointed to a post for which he was no more fitted than a chauffeur to be captain of an ocean liner. Some had wisdom enough to learn their
  profession at the expense of the teachers. But there must have often been much heart burning in the closet over vituperative private correspondence, and perhaps merited trouncing in the public
  prints. But some excellent men were appointed, and proved thoroughly worthy of their high calling. It was my good fortune to be associated with more than one of these. Geniality sometimes made up
  for lack of inspecting ability. One man occurs to me who, though an able scholar, was very far from being an ideal examiner. He was a poet of by no means mediocre attainments, and by adopting an
  affable demeanour he managed to keep his light burning for many a year. I was once deputed to assist him. He sent me a characteristic letter to air his professional difficulties and at the same
  time thank me for my assistance. The P.S. he added ran thus:


  
    
      Bairns to left of him;


      Bairns to right of him;


      Bairns quite in spite of them,


      stumbled and blundered 


      Id rather be lammin them  Still Ill examine them 


      But not the six hundred  (at least in a week).

    

  


  While working for him I sometimes found his eccentricity rather irritating, as when he sent me a letter fixing the school I was to examine on a particular day. He added a P.S.
  as follows: Dont forget the busy bee. Over this injunction I lost a whole nights sleep. To associate a school examination with a member of an apiary fairly puzzled me.
  However, it somewhat allayed my anxiety to reflect that a school might by a stretch of imagination be considered by a man of this type a hive of industry. Accordingly, I concluded his reference
  must be to it as a unit. When I reached the school I soon solved the riddle. I found that the female assistants parchment certificate was then due, as her second years probation,
  indicated by B on the schedule, established. The lady, I was pleased to find, was a very proficient busy bee, and I certainly did not forget her.


  The first Inspector under whom I worked was a brilliant graduate of Oxford, a capable examiner, and a man who always enjoyed a good joke. It was in an Inverness school that I happened to be
  examining a class in botany. Having set the pupils to write answers to a few questions I had written on a blackboard, I was engrossed in other work when the Inspector, who made no pretensions to a
  knowledge of plant life, crossed the room. He naturally paused to glance at the questions. As he passed out, the pupils, with all eyes on the board, burst into loud laughter. The cause was obvious.
  He had changed the question, What is the difference between a corm and a bulb? into What is the difference between a corn and a bunion?


  His face was a study when a small boy corrected him one day. He was seated in a chair with a class of infants in front of him. The school was old, and the well-worn floor was full of small
  holes. From one of these there emerged a small animal, which fearlessly began to nibble at some crumbs. The Inspector, struck with the absence of shyness, naturally attributed this to the good
  feeling existing between the children and the lower animals. In the course of his comments he made frequent use of the word mouse, till an urchin at his elbow whispered in a
  confidential tone, Please, sir, its nae a mouse, its a young rattie. This information, which was correct, convinced the Inspector that his knowledge of zoology was in
  need of overhauling.


  One day I accompanied a genial Inspector to a school in Banffshire. In the railway compartment seated, beside him, was a gentleman of his acquaintance, with whom he entered into conversation.
  The Inspector evinced much interest in his friends son, whom he had examined as a boy. On his being informed that the lad was then at Mergui, he, apparently ignorant of its geographical
  position, asked where it was situated. Subsequently, I heard him examining the highest class in geography. One of his questions was, Where is Mergui? Getting no reply, he turned to
  the teacher and, drawing a serious face, said, Oh, its fair ridiculous that the pupils dont know where a well-known place like that is. I could have told a tale
  in school; but I didnt. I knew quite well the incident would not adversely affect the Inspectors estimate of the classs geographical knowledge.


  This same Inspector one day made the discovery that his tests in arithmetic were being passed on from one school to another. It came about in this way. In a certain school, after he had supplied
  each pupil with a test card, a boy jumped up and, to the intense discomfiture of his teacher, shouted, Please, sir, I did these sums yesterday. The result was that the Inspector
  handed out a new set of cards. It is not recorded, but doubtless before the day was over that indiscreet youngster got what he would remember till the end of his natural life.


  I can recall a very amusing experience I had in a Lewis school taught with moderate success by a well-developed, red-haired Highland Hebe. I was examining a class of bad readers arranged along a
  wall facing me. Glancing over my shoulder, the teacher noted that I was putting more cyphers, indicating failures, on the form than she considered justifiable. Her patience exhausted, she in a
  wrathful tone exclaimed, Look here, Mr Wilson, if you fail my children like that, Ill take the life of you. A glance at her face satisfied me that she was prepared to go to any
  extreme in the shape of assault, and I am bound to admit that, for the nonce casting aside My Lords injunctions as to passes and failures, I treated the remainder of the class with a
  leniency which soothed her wounded feelings, and enabled me to enjoy in her parlour the excellent lunch to which she invited me at the conclusion of the examination.


  It once fell to my lot to have to conduct an examination barefooted. The school was situated in a very remote part of a mountainous island of the Inner Hebrides. To reach it I had to leave the
  main road and make my way as best I could by a sort of track across waste moorland, rough boulders and streams, the largest of which had to be negotiated by stepping-stones. For more than a mile it
  was a hop, step, and leap mode of progression. Here I may mention that on the occasion of my first visit to this school I had to run the gauntlet of a number of ferocious mongrel dogs as I passed
  some crofters houses. Before leaving the inn I armed myself with a good cudgel, kindly lent by the innkeeper, who forewarned me of the risk of being bitten. To make safety almost certain I
  arranged for a schoolboy, who was on good terms with the canine fraternity of the district, to meet me at the edge of the danger zone. Thus escorted, I managed to reach the school without
  trouble.


  But let me revert to my barefooted experience. The day happened to be unusually wet and stormy, with all the streams in full flood. However, this did not deter me. I braved the elements, with
  the inevitable result that when I reached the school I was literally soaked from head to foot. Luckily there was a good fire of peats glowing in the grate. Dreading the consequences of wet feet in
  a district where medical attendance was at a low ebb, I unhesitatingly doffed my wet shoes and stockings, emptied the water out of the former and wrung the latter, which I suspended from a string
  before the fire to dry during the completion of the examination, to which I then addressed myself. That the Inspector was barefooted seemed not in the least to amuse the pupils, almost all of whom
  were without shoes and stockings. The inspection being concluded and the school dismissed, I drew a chair to the fire, and was in the act of wiping my feet with the blackboard duster when I
  discovered that the fender on which they rested had been unstintingly blackleaded on the previous evening, thus rendering the soles as black as a negros. However, I managed with what water
  was still on the floor in some degree to remove the objectionable pigment, and not a moment too soon, for the teachers wife entered the room as I was tying the last shoe knot.


  It was in Strathconon in Ross-shire that I examined a boy in a unique situation. He was the son of a shepherd, and was prevented from attending the annual examination on account of an injury to
  his leg. The teacher explained the case, adding that he was a most promising pupil and very fond of the school. It was reported that he had been crying all night because he was unable to be present
  along with his class-fellows. The zeal of the youngster touched me. It was not every day that so much juvenile enthusiasm in learning was met with. Accordingly, on my homeward journey I halted at
  the fathers cottage, which happened to be near the turnpike. I entered, examined and passed the patient in his bed, much to the delight of the parents, and particularly of the
  zealous examinee. By this act I gathered that my reputation as a kindly man was considerably enhanced in the strath.


  The following is another case in which I had to examine a pupil in a farmers cart. I was just leaving the island of Jura after having completed the inspection of the schools. A girl
  twelve years of age, daughter of a gamekeeper, who lived fully twelve miles from the nearest school and had to be taught at home, failed on account of stormy weather to turn up for examination at
  the annual visit of the Inspector. In a case of this kind the managers generally provided a conveyance if the parent did not possess one. I had completed about half my journey to the ferry where I
  was to cross to Islay, when far off across the heathery moorland I descried a conveyance of some sort coming in my direction. In due time a cart appeared, in which, amongst abundance of straw, were
  seated the absentee with her girl teacher. The father, who was in charge, expressed surprise when he saw me. Hoping that I was still in the inn, and being desirous to have his daughter examined, he
  had risked the long journey. What was I to do? Happy thought! Telling my driver to go ahead at walking pace, I bade the father turn his cart and follow, so that no time might be lost. I then got
  into the cart, and as we jolted along over the moor I applied the usual tests, even to arithmetic on a slate, and satisfied myself that the girl was being well taught for her age and circumstances.
  The task finished, with a few words of praise, followed by the fathers, Well, sir, I am sure you never examined a pupil in a cart before, I re-entered my own conveyance and
  hastened to the ferry. It was certainly an odd experience; but I had a feeling of satisfaction in having done a kindly thing, which I am sure brought relief to at least one anxious mind.


  Away up behind Fort William is situated the small school of Blarmacfoldach, efficiently taught in my time by a self-possessed Highland lady. The annual inspection took place in December, in
  which month there was sometimes considerable difficulty in reaching this outlying seminary. The winter when what I am about to relate took place had been very severe, and my undertaking to visit
  the school was at the risk of being smothered in snow before I reached it. Officers of the Education Department, like the men of Nelsons navy, were expected to do their duty, and I, being
  young and fairly athletic, had no desire to shirk mine, even though I had little hope in such inclement weather of finding a single pupil present. For a mile or two I managed to get along without
  mishap in a sleigh drawn by two heavy horses. After that, the wreaths of snow became so deep and numerous that the road, or rather track, was obliterated. I now found it necessary to abandon the
  sleigh and wade up through the heather on the mountain side, till I found the snow less deep. At this elevation I proceeded in the direction of the school, which I reached after infinite exertion
  and no end of falls. The roof only was visible till I was quite near it. The door was in the gable, and about a yard in front of it was a wreath [snowdrift] about ten feet high, on the brink of
  which I at last found myself. Losing my balance, I slid down its slope, and, bursting open the door, came sprawling into the schoolroom on all fours in a smother of snow. I often wonder if ever an
  Inspector entered a school in such an undignified manner. Wonderful to relate, all the twenty pupils were present, and it need hardly be said the teacher was only too glad to see me. Seeing no
  conveyance, she had begun to fear that the inspection of her school would be put off indefinitely. As I sat at her desk, water was drip, dripping in front of me from the ceiling. This, she
  explained, was due to snow melting on the roof. It was coming through her living-room in the storey above, and thence into the schoolroom. Teachers in remote corners in those days had often to
  tolerate grievances of this sort. But a surprise was awaiting me. At the conclusion of the examination the pupils were dismissed, while I spent a few minutes inspecting the necessary forms and
  registers. When I came out and looked around not a single child was to be seen, nothing but a dreary waste of snow. Where have they all gone? I asked the teacher. The incident of the
  disappearing band in Scotts Lady of the Lake occurred to me. Oh, she replied, they have just gone home the way they came here. Now when drifting snow is
  blowing towards a wall, or in this case a dry stone dyke, an open space often occurs between the two, no matter how high the wreath may be. Into this channel or tunnel-like passage, where there was
  plenty of shelter, the pupils had glided, and scurried along like rats in the direction of their respective homes. This explained how rapidly they disappeared immediately they left the school.


  From the nature of his profession it is natural to expect that an Inspector of long experience becomes known to a wide range of humanity. This sometimes has its advantages. I happened to leave
  my bag containing official papers in a tramway car in Glasgow. By a device I contrived to overtake the car in a crowded thoroughfare. I was much relieved when the conductor smilingly handed me the
  bag as he remarked, A girl found it below your seat, and as she left the car gave it to me, saying that it belonged to Mr Wilson, a School Inspector. I regretted that I had not an
  opportunity of rewarding that observant damsel.


  Again, I was one day walking leisurely along Oxford Street in London, when someone approaching me from behind said, Its a nice day, Mr Wilson, and passed on without further
  remark. Gazing after him, I was horrified to see a young man in shabby clothes and dilapidated shoes. He had evidently fallen on evil days, recognised me as his old Inspector, and found the
  temptation to address me in passing irresistible.


  I have heard it said that the earliest race of Inspectors sometime took their work less seriously than their successors. I was told of one well-known Lowland Inspector who had a penchant for
  snuff. When inspecting a certain school, doubtless to enliven the proceedings, he asked the boys of a class in front of him where snuff, or, as he called it, Taddy, could be procured.
  Of course every boy knew that, just as every boy in the slums of a city knows the situation of a pawnshop. I am not imagining this. I have proved it over and over again. I have even found pupils
  proud and anxious to enlighten me, as if they were conveying information which at some time or other I might find useful. But as to the Taddy, every boy in the class volunteered to go
  for it. One was selected and, on his returning with a goodly-sized packet, the Inspector for a joke, anxious to see the effect, passed it round the class, at the same time inviting each boy to
  partake of the unusual luxury. Boys will be boys. They were delighted. With much suppressed laughter one and all took a liberal
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