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ROBERT LOUIS STEVENSON

Robert Louis Stevenson, a versatile and prolific writer best remembered for his novels of romantic adventure, was born in Edinburgh on November 13, 1850. The son of a prosperous civil engineer who specialized in the construction of lighthouses, he was expected to follow the family profession but ended up studying law at Edinburgh University. Still, when he was a young man his agnosticism and bohemian existence led to painful clashes with his strict Calvinist parents. Stevenson spent much of his life battling a severe lung disease (probably tuberculosis) and traveled constantly in search of a climate that would prove congenial to his health. His first full-length book, An Inland Voyage (1878), grew out of a canoe trip he took through Belgium and northern France; a later tour through the wilds of southern France produced Travels with a Donkey in the Cévennes (1879). Stevenson journeyed to San Francisco in 1879 to marry Fanny Osbourne, an American divorcée ten years his senior. The Silverado Squatters (1883) recalls the couple’s eccentric honeymoon at an abandoned silver mine on Mount Saint Helena. After returning to Europe in 1880 the Stevensons moved about, living in Switzerland, France, and England.

“Fiction is to grown men what play is to the child,” Stevenson once said. He launched his career as a storyteller with “A Lodging for the Night” (1877), a short story set in fifteenth-century Paris that recounts an episode in the life of French poet François Villon. He went on to write ghost stories, medieval romances, moral allegories, tales of psychological horror, and fables drawn from Scottish folklore. In 1882 he brought out New Arabian Nights, an extravagant series of adventures that pays tribute to one of the favorite books of his childhood. G. K. Chesterton remarked, “I will not say that the New Arabian Nights is the greatest of Stevenson’s works; though a considerable case might be made for the challenge. But I will say that it is probably the most unique; there was nothing like it before, and, I think, nothing equal to it since.” Stevenson’s other compilations of short fiction include More New Arabian Nights: The Dynamiter (1885) and The Merry Men and Other Tales and Fables (1887). “[Stevenson’s] short stories are certain to retain their position in English literature,” judged Arthur Conan Doyle. “His serious rivals are few indeed. Poe, Nathaniel Hawthorne, Stevenson; those are the three … who are the greatest exponents of the short story in our language.”

The publication of Treasure Island in 1883 brought Stevenson enormous acclaim. Written as an entertainment for his twelve-year-old stepson, the rousing tale of pirates and buried treasure proved universally popular. “Over Treasure Island I let my fire die in winter without knowing that I was freezing,” recalled J. M. Barrie, and Henry James predicted, “Treasure Island will surely become—it must already have become and will remain—in its way a classic.” “[Stevenson is] a master of narrative,” observed V. S. Pritchett. “He places his scenes at a fitting distance from each other, with an un-flurried order and particularity, so that we do not blunder into them but are quietly brought to the point where the view is best.… He is a writer of brilliant beginnings. He catches the sensation of being athletically alive, which is especially the gift of youth. In Treasure Island this sense of physical action is wonderful and youth’s dominant preoccupation with its own fear and courage plays naturally upon it. The timidity, the pride, the caution, the heady excitement of youth, its day dreams and admirations, are wonderfully rendered.” Novelist William Golding agreed: “When one turns to Treasure Island, one sees immediately that Stevenson was the professional knowing precisely what effects he wanted and how he was going to get them. Every chapter is shaped and fitted into the general structure like the timbers of a ship.”

Stevenson soon enhanced his reputation with The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde (1886), a psychological thriller that sprang from the deepest recesses of his own subconscious. A brilliantly original study of the dual aspects of human nature, it endures today as the quintessential Victorian parable of good and evil. “Robert Louis Stevenson has become immortalized by way of his private fantasy—which came to him, by his own testimony, unbidden, in a dream,” observed Joyce Carol Oates. “The visionary starkness of The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde anticipates that of Freud: there is a split in man’s psyche between ego and instinct, between civilization and ‘nature,’ and the split can never be healed.” Vladimir Nabokov considered it “his most wonderful book,” comparing Stevenson’s “shilling shocker” to Madame Bovary and Dead Souls as “a fable that lies nearer to poetry than to ordinary prose fiction.”

A few months later, in another burst of creative energy, Stevenson completed Kidnapped (1886). Set in the Scottish Highlands during the aftermath of the Jacobite rebellion of 1745, this classic of high adventure interweaves the drama of Scottish history with the psychological moral growth of its adolescent hero, David Balfour. J. M. Barrie rated Kidnapped “the outstanding boy’s book of its generation,” and Mark Twain wrote to Stevenson, “My wife keeps rereading Kidnapped and neglecting my works. And I have not blamed her; I do it myself.” V. S. Pritchett reflected that “Kidnapped is far more than a boy’s book.…[It] contains a universal statement about the loyalties and uncertainties of youth.” And Stevenson biographer Ian Bell noted, “Kidnapped says as much about Stevenson as any autobiography. In David Balfour and Alan Breck he gave substance to two sides of his own character, adventurer and rationalist, man of duty and man of passion.” Stevenson subsequently turned out three more tales embedded in the fierce loyalties and violent enmities of Scottish history: The Master of Ballantrae (1889), Catriona (1893), and the unfinished Weir of Hermiston (1896).

Though perhaps best known for his fiction, Stevenson was also a celebrated essayist as well as a popular poet. In collections such as Virginibus Puerisque and Other Papers (1881), Familiar Studies of Men and Books (1882), and Memories and Portraits (1887) he offered idiosyncratic views on everything from dreams, umbrellas, political activism, and jingoistic Victorian mores to the art and craft of fiction. “[Stevenson’s] essays are tremendously bold in their biographical and interpretive outlines,” said The Times Literary Supplement. “[They attest to his] human curiosity, his intimate, affectionate embroilment with behavior and character, his wonderful phrase-making and inventiveness of language.” As a poet Stevenson enjoyed his greatest success with A Child’s Garden of Verses (1885), an extraordinarily evocative picture of the joys and heartaches of childhood that appealed to both imaginative children and nostalgic adults. His other volumes of poetry include Underwoods (1887), Ballads (1890), and Songs of Travel (1896).

In 1888 Stevenson set sail from San Francisco for the South Pacific, where he spent the last six years of his life. In the South Seas (1896), a posthumously issued travelogue, vividly recounts his journey there. During this period he collaborated with his stepson, Lloyd Osbourne, on The Wrong Box (1889), a black comedy involving a mismanaged trust fund and a recalcitrant corpse; The Wrecker (1892), a story of modern crime and adventure on the Pacific; and The Ebb-Tide (1894), a dark tale probing the nature of evil that anticipates the fiction of Joseph Conrad. In addition he published Island Nights’ Entertainments (1893), a collection of short stories that included “The Bottle Imp” (1891) and “The Isle of Voices” (1893), two tales based on Polynesian superstitions, along with “The Beach of Falesá” (1892), a masterful meditation on the growing gulf between native Polynesians and the white imperialists who had invaded their world. He also completed two works of nonfiction: Father Damien (1890), a famous defense of the Belgian priest who devoted his life to the care of lepers, and A Footnote to History (1892), a piercing examination of political turmoil in Samoa. Robert Louis Stevenson died of a cerebral hemorrhage at his estate in Vailima, Samoa, on December 3, 1894. The next day Samoan chieftains honored Stevenson, whom they hailed as Tusitala, or “Teller of Tales,” with burial in a tomb atop Mount Vaea. The Letters of Robert Louis Stevenson, an eight-volume compilation of his correspondence, was issued in 1994 to mark the centenary of his death.

“Stevenson can claim to have mastered the whole gamut of fiction,” judged Arthur Conan Doyle. “No man has a more marked individuality, and yet no man effaces himself more completely when he sets himself to tell a tale.” And John Galsworthy stated, “As a teller of a tale Stevenson is the equal of Dumas and Dickens.… He had but one main theme, that essential theme of romance, the struggle between the good and the bad, of hero against villain … Stevenson was so vivid and attractive as a person, so picturesque in his travels and his ways of life, so copious and entrancing in his essays and his letters, and so pleasing as a poet, that his general self overshadows him as a novelist. But compare with his novels all the romantic novels written since … and you will see how high he stands. Next to Dumas, he is the best of all the romantic novelists [and] of British nineteenth century writers, he will live longer than any except Dickens.” His biographer David Daiches concluded that “Stevenson produced some of the most memorable fiction in our language.… He transformed the Victorian boys’ adventure into a classic of its kind.”
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INTRODUCTION
THE DEVIL IN THE MOUNTAINS

Andrea Barrett

I

Robert Louis Stevenson was sick for most of his short life. A delicate child, confined to bed for months at a time, he suffered throughout his adulthood from a pulmonary complaint—probably tuberculosis—that made him both an invalid and an exile. The health resorts of Davos, Switzerland, which he hated, and the sea breeze in the south of France, which he adored, both failed to cure him; a trip to California nearly killed him, and he suffered terrible hemorrhages even while working quietly at Skerryvore, his house in Bournemouth, England. Still, no matter where he was, or how sick he was, he wrote.

Toward the end of his life, in a rare moment of indignation, he complained that


For fourteen years I have not had a day’s real health; I have wakened sick and gone to bed weary; and I have done my work unflinchingly. I have written in bed, and written out of it, written in hemorrhages, written in sickness, written torn by coughing, written when my head swam for weakness.…1



Although he longed for a life of adventure, his battlefield became “this dingy, inglorious one of the bed and the physic bottle.”2 Finally, in 1887, newly famous after the publication of Kidnapped and The Strange Case of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, Stevenson determined to leave Bournemouth and sail for the United States. There, his wife, American-born Fanny Osborne, might visit her relatives, and he might seek a more healthful climate.

By the time he reached New York, he’d caught a persistent cold that made the planned cross-country trip to Colorado impossible. Instead, he and Fanny headed for the tiny village of Saranac Lake, high in the northern Adirondack Mountains, where the climate was said to be beneficial to those suffering from consumption. During the winter of 1887–88, Stevenson’s home would be an L-shaped white cottage—a tiny museum now—belonging to the Bakers, a local family who guided hunters and fishermen through the woods and sometimes rented out rooms.

In the narrow portion of the house below the gable were tucked Stevenson; Fanny; Fanny’s son Lloyd Osborne; Stevenson’s widowed mother, Margaret; and the family servant, Valentine Roch. The Bakers lived in the other leg of the L. A chilly room, far from the shared kitchen, became Stevenson’s study. His desk is still there, a few steps from an interior door opening into his and Fanny’s bedroom, now filled with relics of their stay. Among the manuscripts, letters, and furniture, the pennywhistles and playing cards, are the skates with which, on a good day, Stevenson spun around the little pond behind the cottage. Near them is a faded, remarkably beautiful photograph, taken by Lloyd Osborne, which portrays Stevenson lying on his side in his and Fanny’s bed, where he wrote when he was feeling poorly.

How hard it is to imagine him working here! All around him swirled not only his family but, beyond a double door, the Bakers and their two small daughters, each equipped with pet kittens, and also two additional maids and a boy who helped with the chores. Even when Fanny, Margaret, and Lloyd fled the cold for warmer places, leaving Stevenson and Valentine alone with the Bakers, it couldn’t have been quiet or private. That winter, Stevenson was at the height of his fame, besieged by literary pilgrims despite his obscure location. He granted a public visiting hour one day each week, hoping to concentrate his visitors into manageable groups.

As winter closed in, Stevenson was stunned by the preposterous, extraordinary cold. Fanny went to Montreal, returning with fur hats and coats and robes, fur-lined boots and gloves. Ten below, twenty below … that January it reached forty below zero. Damp clothes froze to the floor and ink froze in the inkwell. By spring Stevenson was tired of the “bleak, blackguard, beggarly climate, of which I can say no good except that it suits me and some others of the same or similar persuasions whom (by all rights) it ought to kill.”3

Surrounded by this, he wrote. Essays, scores of letters, a few small projects—and then something more exciting. on December 24, 1887, he told a friend that he had


fallen head over heels into a new tale: The Master of Ballantrae. No thought have I now apart from it. And I have got along up to p. 92 of the draught with great interest. It is to me a most seizing tale; there are some fantastic elements; the most is a dead genuine human problem—human tragedy, I should say rather.4



Some years later he amplified his account of the novel’s beginnings into this more considered and writerly, more romantic, and perhaps less truthful version:


I was walking one night in the veranda of a small house in which I lived, outside the hamlet of Saranac. It was winter; the night was very dark; the air extraordinary clear and cold, and sweet with the purity of forests. From a good way below, the river was to be heard contending with ice and boulders: a few lights appeared, scattered unevenly among the darkness, but so far away as not to lessen the sense of isolation. For the making of a story here were fine conditions. I was besides moved with the spirit of emulation, for I had just finished my third or fourth perusal of The Phantom Ship. “Come,” said I to my engine, “let us make a tale, a story of many years and countries, of the sea and the land, savagery and civilisation; a story that shall have the same large gestures and may be treated in the same summary elliptic method as the book you have been reading and admiring.…

On such a fine frosty night, with no wind and the thermometer below zero, the brain works with much vivacity; and the next moment I had seen the circumstance transplanted from India and the tropics to the Adirondack wilderness and the stringent cold of the Canadian border.… I need not tell my brothers of the craft that I was now in the most interesting moment of an author’s life: the hours that followed that night upon the balcony, and the following nights and days, whether walking abroad or lying wakeful in my bed, were hours of unadulterated joy 5



And there he is: his supple prose and story-telling genius; his vivid pictorial sense and the concentration on swift movement and compelling action rather than on uncertainty or indecision.

II

On the slopes of Mt. Pisgah, less than half a mile from Baker’s home, stood the cottages of a growing sanatorium established by the renowned Dr. Edward Livingston Trudeau. A ten-minute walk in the opposite direction, toward the village, brought Stevenson to the laboratory where Trudeau, famous for his studies on the genesis of tuberculosis, was delighted to share his work with his equally famous patient. In his autobiography he described Stevenson’s apparent horror at what he saw, writing:


Mr. Stevenson’s view was to ignore or avoid as much as possible unpleasant facts, and live in a beautiful, strenuous and ideal world of fancy.… I got him one day into the Laboratory, from which he escaped at the first opportunity with the words, “Trudeau, your light may be very bright to you, but to me it smells of oil like the Devil!”6



The truth, though, is that during that winter, Stevenson might have seen the devil anywhere. His growing manuscript was, like Moby-Dick (a novel he greatly admired), preoccupied with corruption, obsession, and decay, pervaded even in the early pages by an insidious sense of evil.

As the novel opens, in 1745, we’re introduced to an ancient Scottish family, the Duries of Durrisdeer and Ballantrae. The family consists of the old lord, who is vague and indecisive in some ways but deeply cunning in others; his elder son, James, the Master of Ballantrae—handsome, wild, mischievous, brave, but also fatally corrupt; the second son, Henry, “neither very bad nor yet very able, but an honest, solid sort of lad like many of his neighbours”;7 and Alison Graeme, a beautiful, strong-willed orphan, heir to a considerable fortune and also the old lord’s ward. Having run down the estate, the lord seeks an infusion of cash by engineering the wedding of Alison to James. At the last possible moment, chance and politics intervene in the shape of a key incident in Scottish history.

Stevenson’s vivid characterizations and manic plotting, combined with our own myopic tendency to fuse the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries into a single distant blur, tend to make us forget that The Master of Ballantrae, like so many other Victorian novels, is historical fiction. Still, at the time the novel was published, Stevenson could count on his British readers’ common knowledge of the central background action. Now, among an American audience, the story of Bonnie Prince Charlie (grandson of the deposed Stuart king), who sailed from France to Scotland and raised the clans against King George I, may be less familiar. But Stevenson’s sense of scene and telling detail is so finely honed that a reader needs only to know that Prince Charlie’s supporters, mostly Highlanders, hoped not simply to reestablish the Stuart dynasty, but also to break the Union of Scotland and England and restore an independent Scotland. Embedded in that situation are the central dualities of culture and personality that fueled Stevenson’s “engine”: Calvinist versus Roman Catholic, Lowlands versus Highlands, Whig versus Jacobite, legality versus clan loyalty, sensible prig versus impulsive romantic.

From this familiar material, Stevenson created a fictional family caught in the situation of some actual families, who split their loyalties between the warring factions as a kind of insurance. The old lord determines that one son should go off to fight for the exiled prince, while the other stays home in support of the reigning king. Which brother should take which role is decided, at the insistence of James, by the toss of a coin. The result forces Henry, the younger son, to stay home and look after the estate, while James—as he’d wanted, although this contradicts all his duties as heir—casts his lot with the Jacobites. When they’re defeated a year later, at the battle of Culloden Moor, James is “attainted,” as were many of Prince Charlie’s followers, losing at one stroke his rights as heir, his family, and his home. From then on, he leads a life of exile and perilous adventure, periodically returning to torment his family while Henry, as a result of his father’s continued manipulations, marries Alison and tries to do his duty among people who neither love nor respect him.

Ancestral estates, inheritances, tenants, and feudal loyalties: unfamiliar concepts, now. Were the novel to be translated into American terms, you might think of Henry and James as the heirs to a plantation in a border state during the Civil War. A coin toss sends the elder brother, romantic and gallant, off to fight for the Confederacy, while the stolid younger stays and cares for the estate among neighbors who pay lip service to the Union cause, but secretly sympathize with the South. The brothers’ characters, not the historical facts, shape the drama, a single dynamic driving the narrative as it sweeps across countries and continents. I won’t reduce the novel’s pleasures by revealing more of the complex plot—but I can tell you that no one goes unpunished, and that this is the least optimistic of Stevenson’s works.

III

Strangely—interestingly—it is neither James nor Henry who brings us this dark story. Nor is it Alison, engaged to one, then married to the other. Instead, the narrative depends primarily on Ephraim Mackellar, the steward of Durrisdeer. Like Mr. Utterson, the chief narrator of Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde, Mackellar is a dour Lowland Scot, by nature cold, parsimonious, solitary, and resentful of passion and spontaneity in the nature of others.

The novel’s twelve chapters consist entirely of documents presented to us by three separate witnesses. One—identified only as “the editor of the following pages” and a stand-in for Stevenson himself—relates in the Preface the story of how the remaining documents came to his attention; he then disappears but for a few footnotes. Another—an Irish soldier, Colonel Francis Burke—appears in the chapters “The Master’s Wanderings” and “Adventure of Chevalier Burke in India” by way of “extracts” from his supposedly copious memoirs. The remaining material is presented as a memoir written by Mackellar, long after the actions of the story have been completed. As Mackellar also makes the selections from Burke’s memoirs and provides copious footnotes to them, he controls the bulk of the narrative, filtering the key events through his perceptions. On the very first page he announces his qualifications for the task: “I knew the Master; on many secret steps of his career I have an authentic memoir in my hand; I sailed with him on his last voyage almost alone; I made one upon that winter’s journey of which so many tales have gone abroad; and I was there at the man’s death.”8

And yet, this is also a man who confesses the sharpest prejudice in favor of his employer, Mr. Henry; who likewise confesses that he doesn’t understand women and can’t possibly grasp Alison’s feelings; and who delights in taking vengeance on James. Hardly an unbiased observer, then, though he may be (as he persistently claims) an excellent friend to Henry and the chief supporter of his cause. But is his affection real?

Where James and Henry initially share certain familial traits, their characters converging over time in crucial ways, Mackellar resembles neither of them, walled off by self-protectiveness and concern for his reputation. Even his bias in favor of Henry is undercut by a startling, apparently offhand comment, made as he notes the birth of Henry’s son. His memoir, he reveals then, is being written some time after that same son, now grown, has dismissed him from his position. Perhaps, then, Mackellar holds a grudge against the entire family? Certainly no one comes off well in his account.

While many of Mackellar’s statements and acts reinforce our belief in his self-effacing loyalty to Henry and the house of Durrisdeer, others suggest that his personality is more peculiarly layered. Consider the chapter “Mr. Mackellar’s Journey with the Master,” the strangest, most psychologically complex section of the novel. Here Mackellar, James, and James’s companion, Secundra Dass, share a perilous journey during which Mackellar—weary, hungry, his life threatened, and his allies absent—is beguiled, flattered, and, as if being tempted by Lucifer himself, encouraged to betray his loyalties and express the darkest parts of his own nature. As he is, in effect, seduced by James, so too are we, suddenly seeing James’s own perceptions of the real wrongs he may have suffered. The pages illuminating Mackellar’s yawing emotional response, and inducing a similar response in us, are as disturbing and subtle as any written by Stevenson’s great friend Henry James.

Nothing in the novel feels stable after this; within its universe neither God nor the devil manipulates destinies, and no moral center holds. Instead, evil accretes through random acts and apparently inconsequential decisions—James’s life is ruined, after all, and his character destroyed, by the toss of a coin. “ ‘A bad man, am I?’ ” he cries to Mackellar. “ ‘Ah! But I was born for a good tyrant.… I have a kingly nature: there is my loss.’ ”9

It is not, he implies, that he is bad by nature—simply that chance has ruined him. His actions are not his fault; his nature has happened to him. Other, similarly fateful decisions, he might argue, have also been ruled by chance—including even Mackellar’s loyalty. As Mackellar falls under the spell of his quicksilver charm, James notes:


“You suppose yourself to love my brother. I assure you, it is merely custom. Interrogate your memory; and when you first came to Durrisdeer, you will find you considered him a dull, ordinary youth. He is as dull and ordinary now, though not so young. Had you instead fallen in with me, you would today be as strong upon my side.”10



We’d know whether to believe this if we knew whether to trust Mackellar’s narration—but Stevenson leaves us in doubt. Even as we move through the pages, now leaning toward James and now toward Henry, our understanding is subject to chaos and chance.

IV

So how, in this fluid environment, are we to interpret the character of the Master? In the course of the novel he commits cold-blooded murder, piracy, and theft both large and small; he betrays his friends and family and manipulates every person he meets. Mackellar declares that James has “all the gravity and something of the splendour of Satan in the ‘Paradise Lost.’ ”11 Stevenson himself elsewhere wrote that


the Master is all I know of the devil; I have known hints of him, in the world, but always cowards; he is as bold as a lion, but with the same deadly, causeless duplicity I have watched with so much surprise in my two cowards. ’Tis true, I saw a hint of the same nature in another man who was not a coward; but he hadother things to attend to; the Master has nothing else but his devilry.12



I’m not convinced it’s as simple as that. While the devil is willful, his acts shaped toward an end, James’s acts are more chaotic. Looking back now at the novel, the context in which it was written, and what we know of Stevenson’s life, I would suggest this: that in James, Stevenson consciously or unconsciously created a complex embodiment of disease, a kind of walking bacillus. As disease turned Stevenson away from the life he desired, so does James thwart each hope and impulse of the Durrisdeer family, not resting until he’s reduced everyone to his own level. The Master can be temporarily defeated, but not destroyed; again and again he rises from the dead. Perhaps what Mackellar succumbs to is not seduction but contagion?

To return to Stevenson’s physical condition: for most of his life, he believed himself to be consumptive. An eager reader, curious about everything, he would surely have have been interested in Robert Koch’s much-heralded 1882 discovery that a specific germ, the tubercle bacillus, caused consumption, now to be known as tuberculosis and recognized as neither an inherited defect, nor a weakness brought on by overwork, but an infectious disease. Both Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde and The Master of Ballantrae were written in the wake of that enormous, paradigm-changing discovery, which shattered romantic conceptions of the fevered-but-brilliant consumptive artist.

Maybe it’s no coincidence, then, that Stevenson wrote the first half of this disturbing work in an isolated village filled with “consumptives” looking to restore their health, and within walking distance of a laboratory where, in glass flasks and living rabbits, the tubercle bacillus flourished. There, he might have realized that the disease that had surfaced so often in his family was not a manifestation of original sin but a contagion passed directly from one person to the next. And there his long struggle with illness found expression in a character—the Master—who corrupts everyone he touches.

Or so it seems to me: but perhaps that’s only because I’m familiar with Saranac Lake, Dr. Trudeau, and the history of tuberculosis. I first read this novel in the context of that history, and then read it again in a bedroom in an old house in Saranac Lake that had once been a boardinghouse for tubercular invalids. I’ve visited Baker’s cottage and seen, in a small glass case, the hopelessly tiny black velvet jacket which Stevenson wore while he was writing. The long sleeves are so slim my own arms wouldn’t fit in them, the torso a perfect fit for a slender ten-year-old girl.

I can’t look at any of this and not imagine the influence of Stevenson’s illness on his work. But the truth is that this is a deeply unstable text, open to an unusually wide number of interpretations and in that way quite startlingly modern. Mackellar’s role as a narrator is so ambiguous, and the events themselves so mysterious, that any reading will reveal as much about the reader as about the novel itself. You will read The Master of Ballantrae in your own way—maybe baffled at first, or even annoyed; later curious and then perhaps, as I was, enchanted. Falling into this strange, dark, disturbing work is itself a bit like giving in to an encroaching fever.

Stevenson left Saranac Lake in the spring of 1888, traveling to the South Pacific with Fanny and his family. Among the tropical islands he finally felt well; he settled, after a bit of exploring, on Samoa. There he died—not of tuberculosis, but of a stroke—in 1894, a few weeks after his forty-fourth birthday, at the house he called Vailima. The works he left behind offer exactly what, in an essay written at the end of his stay in Saranac Lake, he ascribed to those he himself most loved:


The most influential books, and the truest in their influence, are works of fiction. They do not pin the reader to a dogma, which he must afterwards discover to be inexact; they do not teach him a lesson, which he must afterwards unlearn. They repeat, they rearrange, they clarify the lessons of life; they disengage us from ourselves, they constrain us to the acquaintance of others; and they show us the web of experience, not as we can see it for ourselves, but with a singular change—that monstrous, consuming ego of ours being, for the nonce, struck out.13



––
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To
SIR PERCY FLORENCE AND LADY SHELLEY



Here is a tale which extends over many years and travels into many countries. By a peculiar fitness of circumstance the writer began, continued it, and concluded it among distant and diverse scenes. Above all, he was much upon the sea. The character and fortune of the fraternal enemies, the hall and shrubbery of Durrisdeer, the problem of Mackellar’s homespun and how to shape it for superior flights; these were his company on deck in many star-reflecting harbours, ran often in his mind at sea to the tune of slatting canvas, and were dismissed (something of the suddenest) on the approach of squalls. It is my hope that these surroundings of its manufacture may to some degree find favour for my story with seafarers and sea-lovers like yourselves.

And at least here is a dedication from a great way off: written by the loud shores of a subtropical island near upon ten thousand miles from Boscombe Chine and Manor: scenes which rise before me as I write, along with the faces and voices of my friends.

Well, I am for the sea once more; no doubt Sir Percy also. Let us make the signal B. R. D.!

R. L. S.
WAIKIKI, May 17, 1889




PREFACE

Although an old, consistent exile, the editor of the following pages revisits now and again the city of which he exults to be a native; and there are few things more strange, more painful, or more salutary, than such revisitations. Outside, in foreign spots, he comes by surprise and awakens more attention than he had expected; in his own city, the relation is reversed, and he stands amazed to be so little recollected. Elsewhere he is refreshed to see attractive faces, to remark possible friends; there he scouts the long streets, with a pang at heart, for the faces and friends that are no more. Elsewhere he is delighted with the presence of what is new, there tormented by the absence of what is old. Elsewhere he is content to be his present self; there he is smitten with an equal regret for what he once was and for what he once hoped to be.

He was feeling all this dimly, as he drove from the station, on his last visit; he was feeling it still as he alighted at the door of his friend Mr. Johnstone Thomson, W.S., with whom he was to stay. A hearty welcome, a face not altogether changed, a few words that sounded of old days, a laugh provoked and shared, a glimpse in passing of the snowy cloth and bright decanters and the Piranesis on the dining-room wall, brought him to his bed-room with a somewhat lightened cheer, and when he and Mr. Thomson sat down a few minutes later, cheek by jowl, and pledged the past in a preliminary bumper, he was already almost consoled, he had already almost forgiven himself his two unpardonable errors, that he should ever have left his native city, or ever returned to it.

“I have something quite in your way,” said Mr. Thomson. “I wished to do honour to your arrival; because, my dear fellow, it is my own youth that comes back along with you; in a very tattered and withered state, to be sure, but—well!—all that’s left of it.”

“A great deal better than nothing,” said the editor. “But what is this which is quite in my way?”

“I was coming to that,” said Mr. Thomson: “Fate has put it in my power to honour your arrival with something really original by way of dessert. A mystery.”

“A mystery?” I repeated.

“Yes,” said his friend, “a mystery. It may prove to be nothing, and it may prove to be a great deal. But in the meanwhile it is truly mysterious, no eye having looked on it for near a hundred years; it is highly genteel, for it treats of a titled family; and it ought to be melodramatic, for (according to the superscription) it is concerned with death.”

“I think I rarely heard a more obscure or a more promising annunciation,” the other remarked. “But what is It?”

“You remember my predecessor’s, old Peter M‘Brair’s business?”

“I remember him acutely; he could not look at me without a pang of reprobation, and he could not feel the pang without betraying it. He was to me a man of a great historical interest, but the interest was not returned.”

“Ah well, we go beyond him,” said Mr. Thomson. “I daresay old Peter knew as little about this as I do. You see, I succeeded to a prodigious accumulation of old law-papers and old tin boxes, some of them of Peter’s hoarding, some of his father’s, John, first of the dynasty, a great man in his day. Among other collections, were all the papers of the Durrisdeers.”

“The Durrisdeers!” cried I. “My dear fellow, these may be of the greatest interest. One of them was out in the ’45; one had some strange passages with the devil—you will find a note of it in Law’s Memorials, I think; and there was an unexplained tragedy, I know not what, much later, about a hundred years ago.…”

“More than a hundred years ago,” said Mr. Thomson. “In 1783.”

“How do you know that? I mean some death.”

“Yes, the lamentable deaths of my Lord Durrisdeer and his brother, the Master of Ballantrae (attainted in the troubles),” said Mr. Thomson with something the tone of a man quoting. “Is that it?”

“To say truth,” said I, “I have only seen some dim reference to the things in memoirs; and heard some traditions dimmer still, through my uncle (whom I think you knew). My uncle lived when he was a boy in the neighbourhood of St. Bride’s; he has often told me of the avenue closed up and grown over with grass, the great gates never opened, the last lord and his old maid sister who lived in the back parts of the house, a quiet, plain, poor, hum-drum couple it would seem—but pathetic too, as the last of that stirring and brave house—and, to the country folk, faintly terrible from some deformed traditions.”

“Yes,” said Mr. Thomson. “Henry Graeme Durie, the last lord, died in 1820; his sister, the Honourable Miss Katherine Durie, in ’27; so much I know; and by what I have been going over the last few days, they were what you say, decent, quiet people and not rich. To say truth, it was a letter of my lord’s that put me on the search for the packet we are going to open this evening. Some papers could not be found; and he wrote to Jack M‘Brair suggesting they might be among those sealed up by a Mr. Mackellar. M‘Brair answered, that the papers in question were all in Mackellar’s own hand, all (as the writer understood) of a purely narrative character; and besides, said he, ‘I am bound not to open them before the year 1889.’ You may fancy if these words struck me: I instituted a hunt through all the M‘Brair repositories; and at last hit upon that packet which (if you have had enough wine) I propose to show you at once.”

In the smoking-room, to which my host now led me, was a packet, fastened with many seals and enclosed in a single sheet of strong paper thus endorsed:


Papers relating to the lives and lamentable deaths of the late Lord Durisdeer, and his elder brother James, commonly called Master of Ballantrae, attainted in the troubles: entrusted into the hands of John M‘Brair in the Lawnmarket of Edinburgh, WS.; this 20th day of September Anno Domini 1789; by him to be kept secret until the revolution of one hundred years complete, or until the 20th day of September 1889: the same compiled and written by me,

EPHRAIM MACKELLAR,
For near forty years Land Steward on the
estates of his Lordship.



As Mr. Thomson is a married man, I will not say what hour had struck when we laid down the last of the following pages; but I will give a few words of what ensued.

“Here,” said Mr. Thomson, “is a novel ready to your hand: all you have to do is to work up the scenery, develop the characters, and improve the style.”

“My dear fellow,” said I, “they are just the three things that I would rather die than set my hand to. It shall be published as it stands.”

“But it’s so bald,” objected Mr. Thomson.

“I believe there is nothing so noble as baldness,” replied I, “and I am sure there is nothing so interesting. I would have all literature bald, and all authors (if you like) but one.”

“Well, well,” said Mr. Thomson, “we shall see.”

––

[“Johnstone Thomson, W.S.,” is Mr. C. Baxter, W.S. (afterwards the author’s executor), with whom, as “Thomson Johnstone,” Stevenson frequently corresponded in the broadest of broad Scots.—The scene is laid in Mr. Baxter’s house, 7, Rothesay Place, Edinburgh.]


SUMMARY OF EVENTS DURING THE MASTER’S WANDERINGS

The full truth of this odd matter is what the world has long been looking for, and public curiosity is sure to welcome. It so befell that I was intimately mingled with the last years and history of the house; and there does not live one man so able as myself to make these matters plain, or so desirous to narrate them faithfully. I knew the Master; on many secret steps of his career I have an authentic memoir in my hand; I sailed with him on his last voyage almost alone; I made one upon that winter’s journey of which so many tales have gone abroad; and I was there at the man’s death. As for my late Lord Durrisdeer, I served him and loved him near twenty years; and thought more of him the more I knew of him. Altogether, I think it not fit that so much evidence should perish; the truth is a debt I owe my lord’s memory; and I think my old years will flow more smoothly, and my white hair lie quieter on the pillow, when the debt is paid.

The Duries of Durrisdeer and Ballantrae were a strong family in the south-west from the days of David First. A rhyme still current in the countryside—


Kittle folk are the Durrisdeers,
They ride wi’ ower mony spears—



bears the mark of its antiquity; and the name appears in another, which common report attributes to Thomas of Ercildoune himself—I cannot say how truly, and which some have applied—I dare not say with how much justice—to the events of this narration:


Twa Duries in Durrisdeer,
  Ane to tie and ane to ride,
An ill day for the groom
  And a waur day for the bride.



Authentic history besides is filled with their exploits which (to our modern eyes) seem not very commendable: and the family suffered its full share of those ups and downs to which the great houses of Scotland have been ever liable. But all these I pass over, to come to that memorable year 1745, when the foundations of this tragedy were laid.

At that time there dwelt a family of four persons in the house of Durrisdeer, near St. Bride’s, on the Solway shore; a chief hold of their race since the Reformation. My old lord, eighth of the name, was not old in years, but he suffered prematurely from the disabilities of age; his place was at the chimney side; there he sat reading, in a lined gown, with few words for any man, and wry words for none: the model of an old retired housekeeper; and yet his mind very well nourished with study, and reputed in the country to be more cunning than he seemed. The master of Ballantrae, James in baptism, took from his father the love of serious reading; some of his tact perhaps as well, but that which was only policy in the father became black dissimulation in the son. The face of his behaviour was merely popular and wild: he sat late at wine, later at the cards; had the name in the country of “an unco man for the lasses;” and was ever in the front of broils. But for all he was the first to go in, yet it was observed he was invariably the best to come off; and his partners in mischief were usually alone to pay the piper. This luck or dexterity got him several ill-wishers, but with the rest of the country, enhanced his reputation; so that great things were looked for in his future, when he should have gained more gravity. One very black mark he had to his name; but the matter was hushed up at the time, and so defaced by legends before I came into those parts, that I scruple to set it down. If it was true, it was a horrid fact in one so young; and if false, it was a horrid calumny. I think it notable that he had always vaunted himself quite implacable, and was taken at his word; so that he had the addition among his neighbours of “an ill man to cross.” Here was altogether a young nobleman (not yet twenty-four in the year ’45) who had made a figure in the country beyond his time of life. The less marvel if there were little heard of the second son, Mr. Henry (my late Lord Durrisdeer), who was neither very bad nor yet very able, but an honest, solid sort of lad like many of his neighbours. Little heard, I say; but indeed it was a case of little spoken. He was known among the salmon fishers in the firth, for that was a sport that he assiduously followed; he was an excellent good horse-doctor besides; and took a chief hand, almost from a boy, in the management of the estates. How hard a part that was, in the situation of that family, none knows better than myself; nor yet with how little colour of justice a man may there acquire the reputation of a tyrant and a miser. The fourth person in the house was Miss Alison Graeme, a near kinswoman, an orphan, and the heir to a considerable fortune which her father had acquired in trade. This money was loudly called for by my lord’s necessities; indeed the land was deeply mortgaged; and Miss Alison was designed accordingly to be the Master’s wife, gladly enough on her side; with how much good-will on his, is another matter. She was a comely girl, and in those days very spirited and self-willed; for the old lord having no daughter of his own, and my lady being long dead, she had grown up as best she might.

To these four came the news of Prince Charlie’s landing, and set them presently by the ears. My lord, like the chimney-keeper that he was, was all for temporising. Miss Alison held the other
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