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‘‘ The low, bare flats at ebb-tide, the rush of the sea at flood,
Through inlet and creek and river, from dike to upland wood ;
The gulls in the red of morning, the fish-hawks rise and fall,

The drift of the fog in moonshine, over the dark coast wall.”
J. G. WHITTIER.
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PREFACE.

—_—

THESE Annals of a locality almost unknown
in its day to the outside world, whose native
characteristics are full of quaint simplicity and
old - world ideas, have been taken from the
Notes of the self-taught Naturalist, the author
of * Woodland, Moor, and Stream.” At his
request I have not given the real names
either of the village described or of the
characters depicted. All is, however, drawn
“from the life” —a life rich in a colour
peculiarly its own, whether as regards the
primitive ways and thoughts of the Marsh-
men, or the feathered visitants to the wild
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and picturesque tracts which formed their
environment.

" Readers have already recognised a tender
and sympathetic penetration into Nature in
the writings of “ A Son of the Marshes,” as
rare as it is delicate, and will be interested
in discovering from the following chapters,
which are to some extent biographical, how
Nature herself educates her own students.

A small portion of the matter has already
appeared in magazine form. I am indebted
to the editors for their courtesy in allowing

me to include it here.

J. A. OWEN.
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ANNALS OF A FISHING VILLAGE.

CHAPTER 1.
MARSHTON AND THE ‘‘ MA’SHMEN.”

MARSHTON, at the time of which our annals treat,
was little more than a straggling fishing village;
yet it had a wonderfully interesting history of its
own, reaching back to the time when the kings
of Kent had their palace there. This palace was
burnt by Earl Godwin in the year 1052. In King
Alfred’s time the town was attacked by the
Danish pirate Hastings. During the reign of
Queen Elizabeth a large trade was carried on in
the place; and, in the time of Charles I., it was a -
royal manor held in dowry by the queens.

The Portreeve was chosen annually at the Court
leet, said to have been instituted by King Alfred
the Great.

A
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You may know a marshman—or a man of the
“ma’shes,” as he is locally termed—wherever you
chance to come across him, by the way he grasps
his stick. In his native marshes it was rather a
pole than a stick that he carried—one about as
thick as your wrist and pointed at its stoutest end.
As a rule, a “ma’shbird ” has a grave demeanour,
and very deliberate he is in action. At the same
time he is hot-tempered, and, if roused suddenly,
becomes as quick of motion as one of his own dyke
eels.

Fifty years ago the dwellers in the marshlands
were a distinct race, quite apart from the people of
the inland towns, whom they always styled  fur-
riners.” That long monotonous belt of land just
within the sea-wall would have ill suited people
used to social gatherings. As a rule, a man’s com-
panions were his gun and fishing-net. Our long-
shore shooters had, many of them, to trudge
three or four miles night and morning to get to
their fishing or shooting grounds. A man living
only a mile away was looked on as quite a near
neighbour. '

Any active religious feeling amongst our folks
was mostly of a gloomy character, or, at any rate,
stern and uncompromising. Their surroundings
and solitary occupations fostered this. They were
very much in earnest; revival meetings were fre-



MARSHTON AND THE “MA'SHMEN.” 3

quently held on our flats which would quite eclipse
any of later days. True, they had no organ or
harmonium, but the wild roaring of the wind and
the fierce rush of the tide made a fitting accom-
paniment to the loud rude eloquence of our lay
preachers, the sobs and groans of the penitent, and
the noisy hallelujahs of demonstrative believers.

When summer comes the longshore dwellers live
for a time in the blessed sunlight. Marsh hay is
mown or cut; the lush grass and other vegetation
peculiar to the flats make fodder and litter for the
stock in winter. After that follows reed-cutting;
the beautiful tasselled reed is valuable for many
purposes. The marshman has his gun with him
as well as his hook or stake. No matter where he
may be, or how occupied, he never lets his gun go
far from his hand: “Ye never knows what ye’r
goin’ to run aginst,” he will tell you.

It is a splendid sight, that of these flats covered
with a luxuriant vegetation, when the afternoon
sun lights all up, and a gentle breeze from off the
water—just enough to make the rich grass sway a
little—gives the wide expanse the appearance of a
glorious inland sea of many colours, belted round
in the distance by the woods at the foot of the
uplands. One drawback there is to all this beauty:
the bailiffs of marshland take heavy dues; ague and
intermittent fever are rife. It is a sad sight to see
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4 powerful man shaking like a leaf, and his teeth
¢hattering in his head on the hottest days of mid-
siininer,  If our folks smuggled in those days, who
vould blame them? Brandy was often of vital im-
partance 3 spirit in some shape or other all of them
had, either in the house or outside it. Laudanum
too, in considerable quantities—what most people
would consider most dangerous quantities. Now
and again a few of the marshmen from the Essex
side would come over to settle amongst us—a rare
circumstance, and matter of conversation all over
the flats. Still more rarely one would come from
the fens of Lincoln, Cambridge, or Norfolk, with
tales of marshes in comparison with which our own
dwindled down into mere splashes.

There was a foreign element in the people; the
women showed it more frequently than the men.
Their dark hair and eyes, together with warm olive
complexions, told their own tale. Finer-looking
men and women than some of these you could not
find. Tough as pin-wire too; had their constitu-
tions been weak they could ill have stood the deadly
cold of winter and the hot moist air of summer.

Autumn seems a short season to longshore
dwellers; early winter they may call it more fitly.
They take notice of the wild-fowls’ flight then. If
these shift about and are restless, the marshman
judges there will be unsettled weather, and he looks
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carefully at his reed-thatched house, if he lives in
some nook or corner of the flats. He takes pre-
cautions that would seem strange to dwellers in
towns, and prepares for the worst.

His long duck-gun in hand he is a human wader,
and he moves over the flats with the deliberation of
one of his own Jack-her'ns. But like the heron’s,
his movements are quick enough when his time
comes. See him after a winged curlew on the flats
—not on the ooze —and you will wonder at his
speed. Any one who has chased a curlew with
just its wing crippled, not broken, will know what
I mean. Very rarely will the bird escape our
“ma’shman.”

Great changes have come to the marshlands of
fifty and sixty years ago. How some of these
came about we have tried to show in the following
chapters.
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CHAPTER 11

A CRABBING EXPEDITION.

ELEVEN o’clock had boomed out from the old
tower in the ancient market - place of a sleepy
old fishing town situated in the midst of wild
marshlands, far from all busy scenes of traffic—
a place apart, as it seemed, from the rest of the
world. The whole town appeared to be asleep
on that hot morning in July, not even a dog was
moving.

The fine old houses near the quay, which had
originally been the homes of wealthy Dutch mer-
chants, but had been long ago turned into ware-
houses and mills, showed no signs of life. The
old trees planted in front of them, no one could
tell when, might have been painted ones, so still
were they.

On the large quay itself things were not brisker.
It was high tide, and excepting the splash of a
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bucket or a swab that might be dipped overboard
from one or other of the craft that lay at anchor in
the calm water, not a sound was to be heard.

I said the whole town seemed asleep; most of
the men were really so—for the population, with
very few exceptions, were all engaged in the same
occupation ; and the boats having come in on the
harbour tide from the fishing-grounds, the men
had, to use their own phrase, ‘“bunked it,” whilst
wives and daughters, well knowing the need their
men-folk had of rest, moved quietly about their
household duties, the children being still at morn-
ing school, except such as were supposed to be old
enough to help in the boats.

Just before half-past eleven o’clock the first signs
of life were visible in the shape of two fisher-boys
coming down the stony pavement of the long main
street. The elder of the two, who was about
twelve years old, was lightly and airily dressed in
an old sou’-wester, a shirt, and a pair of trousers.
The shirt had no buttons; on his feet were a pair
of old shoes, locally termed ¢ crab shoes,” because
the toe-parts of the upper leathers had parted com-
pany with the soles, so that the shoes opened and
shut with each step as he walked along. Under .
the brim of his sou’-wester, which was much too
large for him, curls of brown hair showed on his
forehead ; and his merry blue eyes were full of life
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and mischief as he talked to his companion.
“Winder” was the nickname given him by the
fisher folks. The name his friend rejoiced in—
rejoiced literally, for he was always happy—was
““Scoot,” an abbreviation of ¢ scoter,” the black
diving-duck of the coast. Gay, light-hearted Scoot
was continually in or about the tide, dabbling or
swimming; a regular young sea-dog, equally at
home on the water or on the land.

Winder was tall for his age; whereas Scoot, a
year younger, was short, stout in build, and of dark
complexion—having closely cropped black hair, and
eyes that looked dark brown or blue grey, accord-
ing to the mood of the moment. His cheeks were
always ruddy, and his teeth, which showed per-
petually—for Scoot was always laughing, or rather
grinning—were white and even; so that he was a
pleasant object to look on. His dress—undress we
might call it—added to the picturesqueness of his
appearance. Down one side of his head an old red
fishing-cap hung jauntily; his old blue guernsey
was patched here and there with bits of canvas;
his trousers were very short, and much the worse
for wear; they were well patched about the knees,
which they barely covered, and were held up by
two odd braces, one of which had once been white,
the other red. His legs and feet were bare, but he
did not mind that. As he was wont to observe to
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his shadow, Winder, ¢ Crab shells flop and hinder
yer, scootin’ over the marshes an’ slub.”

Both boys carried sticks about eight feet long,
with string wound round them. These were their
‘‘ crabbin’ sticks ”’; but Scoot had also a small fish-
hamper made of unpeeled osiers, to carry the hard-
pinching quarry in after they were caught. They
were now evidently on the hunt for a third boy.

““Shel I hail him, Winder?” asked Scoot, turn-
ing to his mate with his hands up to his mouth, ship
fashion. ‘“Shel I hail him? He’s sure to hear me,
ef he’s ashore.”

“Yes, Scoot, yell it out.” And filling his chest
with air, Scoot shouted —

“ Denzil-a-hoy! A-hoy! Denzil-a-hoy—Den-ee
—Den-ee-e!” at his very shrillest.

This brought some of the fishermen’s wives to
their doors, and, in language more forcible than
decorous, they bade the lads make sail quick, if
they did not want to be wrecked.

Scoot and Winder wisely took the hint, and
sailed swiftly down to the line of houses by the
water-side.

“We shel find him here, Winder, ef he’s any-
where outside.”

¢ Give him another hail; go it, Scoot.”

Out again rang Scoot’s shrill voice, ¢ Den-a-hoy !
Den-ee-e-e-a-hoy |
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he kept a tame pewit in his garden to eat the slugs
and other insects. )

“ Shan’t go,” jerked out the quaint, old-fashioned
child, looking the pair full in the face.

“But we’'ve got all ship-shape, purpus for ye,
Reed-bird,” said Scoot, in his most seductive tone;
““an’ we've got old Diver’s pitch-pot to bile ’em in.
We got him some reeds to burn when he pitched
his skiff, so he burnt his pot out clean for us,
a-purpose.”

““Shan’t go,” repeated Denzil; ¢ I'll get quilted.
I wanted my dabblers on this morning to go in the
reeds, and she put me these on,” pointing to his
gaberdine and clean linen collar; “nice, ain’t it?”

And the child drew down the corners of his
mouth in a way that made the two boys roar with
laughter.

““Nice, ain’t it?” he repeated. “I'd ha’ had a
reed-bird’s nest this morning, if it hadn’t bin for
these; as ’twas, I nearly had it. No, I'd like to
go, but I shan’t,” and Denzil turned his back on
his tempters.

Scoot broke down Den’s wise resolution by a
master-stroke. In an offhand manner he men-
tioned the fact that a lot of curlews were feeding
close to where they intended crabbing.

“’Reckly the tide turns they begins to work fur
worms,” he said, ¢ close to the boat ; they’re same
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as that dead ’un we brought yer, what ye drawed
on yer slate, on’y live ’uns these is.”

A change came over Denzil’s grave little face—
a transformation; his eyes sparkled and his lips
parted in an eager smile.

“T’ll go, Winder—I'll go, Scoot; but I must git
home for dinner, an’ it’s nearly twelve now. I’ll
git to you after that.”

“ All right ; make sail, an’ git down quick. Scoot
an’ me’s not goin’ home to no dinner, but we’ll wait
fur ye. Git down yer gardin, cross the bowlin’-
green an’ into the big orchard, then inter the first
ma’sh; we’ll be waitin’ fur ye by the perwentive
ship. Ef old Budd see yer comin’ he won’t say
nuthin to yer.”

The boy was right there; old Budd was a good
friend to Denzil. He liked well to have the little
fellow near him, and he showed him the spots from
which he could best watch what they called the
snake-birds or wrynecks, and the saw-sharpening
tomtits.

Half an hour later a small figure slipped out at
the back of Philip Magnier’s house and ran down
the garden, crawled through the hedge, ran over
the bowling-green at top speed, and through the
orchard into the marsh, where he found his com-
panions. Along the sea-wall they sped, in Indian
file —Winder first, the child in the middle, and
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Scoot behind, gaily shouting and chatting to each
other on matters relating to fish and fowl. All
fears of a quiltin’ were soon forgotten ; and Denzil’s
happiness was complete when, from a pool in the
Saltings — the name given to the strip of land
running between the sea-wall and the tide—from
a pool surrounded by sea blite and bents, a solitary
curlew' rose, one of a flock: it had pitched there
whilst the main body of birds were to be heard and
seen screaming and wheeling round, showing the
white parts of their plumage in the bright sunlight.

The little lad was speechless with delight.

Arrived at their crabbing-ground, the two elder
boys were soon absorbed in the process. The
strings were unwound from the sticks, and a piece
of meat was tied firmly on the end of the string
and thrown into the water, where it was quickly
seized by the ferocious crabs. Just as quickly
these were pulled up and shaken off into the
basket; in a short time the boys had as many
there as they could conveniently carry. Winding
up the lines on their sticks, they made ready to
start home.

““Where’s Reed-bird?” cried Scoot. In their
exciting occupation they had forgotten their little
mate for a time.

With startled looks they dashed over the flat in
terror : both well knew the treacherous nature of
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the marshes, and what had happened there more
than once within their own short memories.

They had not far to go, however; for in a
shallow pool, which had fortunately a bottom of
hard slub, they found Denzil up to his knees in
water and covered with drift-weed.

“How came ye there, Reed-bird ?” asked
Winder in consternation.

“I thought ye was drownded, Den,” said Scoot.

“ But his coat an’ his coller! My sakes! Reed-
bird, wunt ye git a quiltin’ this time. What got
yer inter that?”

“I see a Jack-her’n, and I jest pitched in,” said
the child. ~ ‘

They helped him out, and cleaned him to the
best of their ability ; picked up their crabbin’ sticks
and hamper, and returned home more soberly than
they had started out.

“I say, Reed-bird,” said Winder anxiously,
more than once, as they plodded along, ‘do you
think it ’ull be a werry bad 'un this time? What’ll
ye do when ye gits home ? ”

“ Git quilted,” was the stoic reply.

“ Shel we go in with yer, Den, an’ tell ’em ye've
jest bin down the ma’sh like, an’ hed an accident ? ”’

“No, you git to yer own homes; I'll be all
right.”

“Well, if ye sez so; but, Den, we shan’t bile
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none of these ’ere crabs till we sees ye, squalls or
no squalls. An’ ef ye don’t heave in sight ter-
morrow they’ll keep another day.”

Denzil turned up the long street and made for
his home as fast as he could. He felt sure of
being punished, but he had had a very happy
afternoon, and the remembrance of it would help
him to bear what was likely to follow.

“ After all, my things is dry now,” he said to
himself, looking ruefully down on his clothes that
had been so carefully brushed by his mother in the
morning, ‘“an’ there’s no slub-marks on me, but
she'll know I've bin where I hadn’t ought.”
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CHAPTER IIL

THE HOUSE ON THE MARSH.

THE quaint old market-place had been built on
the highest point of Marshton, which was situated
itself on what might be termed a huge hillock
rising out of the low-lying surrounding marshlands.
It had only one long irregular street, which ran
over this hillock, beginning at the shore on one
side, and coming back to it on the other. All the
houses were old, and most of them had gables
projecting from the upper storeys over the rough
stony pavement. They were quartered with mas-
sive oak timber, each house after a different de-
sign, as though the inmates had sought to please
and suit their own individual tastes. They were
mostly very well built, comfortable and warm—an
important consideration, lying as the town did
exposed to the strong winds from all sides. Ina
line along the water’s edge were more imposing
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edifices, a few fine large houses, some warehouses
and wharves. These had originally been the
dwellings and houses of business of Dutch mer-
chants, for a number of these had settled in the
ancient fishing-town of Marshton.

In Holland, as Sir William Temple states in his
¢ Miscellanea,’ published in the seventeenth century,
there had, up to this time, been ‘“above thirty acts
of state bearing on the curing, salting, and barrel-
ling of herrings alone, with such severity in the
imposition and execution and penalties that the
business grew to be managed with habitual skill,
care, and honesty, so that there was hardly any
example of failing in that line.”

The Dutch emigrants brought with them a better
system of fishing than had been practised before on
our coast. They it was also who built most of the
massive sea-wall, and constructed the noted duck
decoy near Marshton, of which the folks were justly
proud; and where only bare hillocks, swamps, and
tide-worn gullies had been, they made wide and
fertile grazing-grounds for their cattle. Being so
used to flat swampy land in their own country, they
took naturally to our marshlands.

In a monograph on the state of Holland, Sir
William says further, ‘“that the benefit of their
situation and orders of their Government, the con-
duct of their ministers driving on steddy and pub-
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lick interest—the art industry and parsimony of
their people, —all conspired to drive almost the
trade of the whole world into their circle, while
their neighbours were taken up either in civil or
foreign wars.”

All religions were tolerated in Holland at the
time we allude to, and the Government offered a
safe refuge to the persecuted. Owing to the con-
sequent increase of population, as well as to their
enterprise and industry, the Dutch were driven to
seek employment beyond their own seas. Having
to be on perpetual defence against the tyranny and
encroachments of Spain, and obliged to combat her
fleets, they became first-class sailors and energetic
successful merchants, visiting every accessible port,
and establishing houses of business wherever they
could. Painstaking and industrious as they were,
smaller profits satisfied the Dutch than were looked
for by others.

A colony of French Huguenots had also settled
round Marshton about the same time. Local tra-
ditions told how many of them arrived in sad
plight, the fathers carrying their delicate wives and
daughters in an exhausted condition through the
mud and water, the young men bearing the little
children in their arms, to find a resting-place on
these sand links and barren flats. Although the
Huguenot families settled down at first content-
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edly, satisfied to be quiet and at rest from the per-
secution of their religious tyrants, in spite of the
barrenness of their surroundings and hard days of
toil with small recompense, there were amongst
them many men skilled in fine arts and industries,
who, after leaving their mark on the district, moved
on towards London to find a wider field for their
skill and their energies. But when Denzil was a
boy there were still some direct descendants of
the old Huguenot families to be found amongst the
populations of Marshton and in the neighbouring
hamlets. They had intermarried, some of them,
with the native fishing families. Many of the
names, both Christian and surnames, bore witness
to this foreign element in the population, and
many of their expressions too. For instance, if a
boy were speaking of a bird’s nest, he would say
more often than not, ‘“ She nides there.”

Philip Magnier, Denzil’s father, was one of these
direct descendants of the old Huguenot immigrants.
Although he was, technically speaking, a workman
of the more skilled sort, yet he was a genius in his
own way. He had an inborn love of art, which
had worried and harassed him, because it had
never found the opportunity of full, or even par-
tial, satisfaction in his daily life. His house stood
outside the town ; it was the last one on the marsh
road. Like all the other houses on the flats, it
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was low and solidly built, so as to stand firm
against the gales that roared over the marshes at
times, clearing all before them. Poplars were the
only trees that grew on these flats; there were
great walnut-trees in the old parish churchyard,
and near the church some elms, in which was a
noted old rookery. But on the flats proper only
poplars could exist: these certainly grew there to
perfection, however. In front of Philip Magnier’s
house was a row of them, beside a stream that
flowed into the marsh. Beyond the poplars only
a lonely farm was to be seen in the way of building
or human habitation. The house was not more
lonely than most of the marshland homesteads, and
it could boast of a larger and more productive
garden behind it than was common in that locality.
This ran through a portion of reclaimed swamp,
and was protected at its farther end by a thick old
hedge separating it from the saltings.

There was nothing to be seen from the house all
the day long, except the sea, the marsh, and the
sky ; nothing to be heard but the sound of the
waves and the song of the birds, with the cries of
the sea-fowl and other wild creatures that had their
nomes in or about the flats. No wonder the Mag-
niers were a grave and silent family. Setting aside
their father’s inherited ways of thought and stern
prejudice, they had never been one with the towns-
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people, and they held slight intercourse with any
of them, excepting those who were their relatives.
Denzil had brothers and sisters, but as our object
is to tell rather of his intercourse with nature and
her children than of his family life, this narrative
will not deal with them.

When the boy got to the house door his mother
was busy outside in the garden, and when she came
indoors she found him apparently occupied with one
of his lessons for the next day, seated demurely at
the great oak table.

“Ye'’re late in, Den, an’ Larry’s been here; his
father says he wants ye to go up town and spend
the day there to-morrow.”

Denzil experienced a great revulsion of feeling;
instead of the dreaded ‘‘quiltin’” he was to have
the dearest enjoyment of his life—a whole day at
the house of his father’s well-to-do kinsman, in the
large old-fashioned dwelling which was the para-
dise of his boyhood, the home of his great friend
Laurence. Winder and Scoot were very well in
their way, but Larry was more to him than they
could ever be; for, apart from the fact of his real
attachment to him, he was a relative—and this was
a matter of pride and rejoicing to the boy.

His mother was well pleased that her husband’s
richer kinsfolk should appreciate her child, and the
invitation to Den to spend the morrow at their
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house made her forget to interrogate him as to
how he had spent the hours since she had seen
him last. So he went to bed as happy as possible,
and, tired with his long walk, he was soon soundly
asleep.

Next morning he was up early; somehow he
must manage to see Winder and Scoot. They had
planned to boil their crabs before going out in the
fishing-boats, at the back of Scoot’s father’s house,
in the bit of rough garden-land.

Breakfast was always at an early hour; before
seven o’clock Den contrived to slip away down the
saltings, and then up the street to some small
houses in the fishing quarter of the town.

“Scoot, ahoy! Winder, ahoy!” sounded as
loudly as Den dared makeit. Although the trades-
folk and artisans were already at the business of
the day, the fishing folk had many of them only
just turned in after a long night’s toil.

The click of two wooden latches was heard, and
out tumbled the pair of inseparables, in the light-
est costume possible.

“Come in, Reed-bird; quick though, mother’s
up-stairs. Them crabs is in salt water; we’ll hev
a real good bile. But how is it ye ain’t got yer
cruisin’ suit on?”

“I can’t come; Larry has asked me to go up
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town an’ see him. I've only run down to tell
ye.
“Never mind us, ef ye’re goin’ there; them
crabs ’ll keep all right till to-morrow.”
“T’ll be here to-morrow, Scoot,” cried the boy.
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CHAPTER 1V,

AT THE PORTREEVE’S.

Back ran Denzil, as fast as his little legs could
carry him. A few scolding words from his mother
as she gave him a good scrubbing of face and
hands; some admonitions as to how he should
behave himself — quite unnecessary on this par-
ticular occasion, and quite unheeded—and Reed-
bird was chirruping gaily as he ran along over the
flat, and walked more sedately up the stony street
to his kinsman’s imposing-looking house and busi-
ness premises.

As I said before, Denzil’s father came of a
very good old Huguenot stock; that business
had been in the hands of his relative’s family,
handed down from father to son, for a century
and a half.

The English had made small progress in the
manufacture of glass until the French immigrants
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introduced their improvements into our country.
We find traces of this fact in the names still used
in the art, such as ‘found,” which is the word
expressive of the melting of the materials into
glass, from the French fondre; hence also our word
foundry. The kinney is the corner of the furnace,
from coin or cheminée. To move the sheet of glass
from the annealing kiln, what is termed the
“foushart ” is used, from jfourchette, a fork—and
so on.

The master was a fine-looking man, six feet two
in height, a true gentleman in the best sense of
the word, of courtly manners and dignified bearing ;
he held the office of portreeve in Marshton at
the time I write of. The workshops were large
and many in number; the painting and plumbing
premises stood each by themselves. In one part
were the huge iron melting-pots, with all the vari-
ous appliances for casting the lead. They pre-
pared all the materials they used themselves. One
place was a special region of mystery and delight
to the imaginative boy; that was where the designs
for the stained windows were made, and the glass
stained and burned. In those days artisans of the
better sort had to master all the different branches
of their special business. Apprenticeship to their
trades was a very long and comprehensive affair.
In this age of hurry and machinery a skilled
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artisan may look long and vainly for the patient
industrious apprentices of fifty years ago. Among
the cabinetmakers, for instance, men are satisfied
to learn to make only the legs of tables and to
know nothing about the tops; which is all again
that another man can turn his hands to. .This
is an age of progress: but is it all in the right
direction? It is well to bear in mind, however,
that at one time it took ten hours to make twenty
pins.

The master’s dwelling-house stood in the centre
of the steep high street. It had quaint gables,
grotesquely carved and ornamented. The over-
hanging windows of the upper storey projected
far out over the pavement and the steps that led
up to the front door. The master was one of the
keenest sportsmen that ever handled a fowling-
piece. His sitting-room walls were hung with
pictures in French chalks, and beautiful French
engravings after some of J. B. Oudry’s paintings
— Oudry, called by some the French Landseer,
a pupil of De Largilliere. These, with some really
fine paintings, had been brought for him direct
from France; no one ever asked how or by whom.
There were also drawings done by Denzil’s own
father, and the boy never tired of looking at these;
he would stand before them for hours lost in speech-
less admiration. If his father could do such as
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those, why not he himself some day? But that
was a sore point, of which I shall say more here-
after.

Philip Magnier’s drawings and paintings were
hung also in the stained-glass workshop. In one
place you would see a grotesque face grinning at
you, which had been copied from one of the gables
outside. So well was the light and shade managed,
that the thing seemed to throw itself at you from
the wall. Yonder a snipe hung on a nail; here
lay a mallard, just as he had been dropped from
the dog’s mouth. Over a chimneypiece was a
brace of Spanish pointers. The chimneypieces
themselves had been carved by workmen from
Holland very many years ago; they were real
works of art. Beams crossed the ceilings, and
the spaces between them were panelled out in a
curious fashion. In the living-room the quarried
lights were of stained glass. There was an air of
quaint richness about them that carried one far
away into the past. The master, who was gifted
with a true artistic sense of fitness, preserved all
the original ornamentation of the house most re-
ligiously intact.

The walls of the fine old staircase were covered
with oil-paintings, one and all relating to sport;
all the wild life of the flats was represented;
besides horses, there were long-dogs, as they were
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called in thie marshes, pointers, and curly-coated
o'd English setters. These, too, were painted by
Philip Magnier.

Orne thing always puzzled and distressed Denzil
as a boy. He felt, and indeed he divined rightly,
that their relative never cared to dwell on the fact
thz* his father had painted so many pictures; and’
he knew that both he and his father tried to put a
damper on his own longings and aspirations in the
sarne direction.  Still the old gentleman, courteous
and kindly to all as his nature compelled him to
be, wonld smile gravely at Denzil’s undisguised
admiration of his father’s work; only he would bid
hirm learn his trade well, and say that if a man
meznt to get on and to stand well with the world,
he must stick to his business and not let his thoughts
wander far afield.

Then Denzil would feel a sudden chill, and
sadness wonld fill his heart, until his cousin
J.arry roused him by getting him out of doors to
a merry game in the fine old-world garden that
lay behind the house, or farther away still to the
shore below.

The garden had high walls round three sides of
it. Through a door at the farther end you passed
into a spacious orchard, which was well stocked
with froit-trces. The garden had also plenty of
stone-fruit growing up the sides of the old walls.
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There were apples, pears, cherries, and plums of
'many sorts in the greatest profusion in their seasons.
The garden and orchard ran down the slope, and a
blackthorn hedge was all that separated them from
the saltings and the tide.

Directly opposite to the portreeve’s property a
coastguard-ship, or, as the fishing folk called it,
the Preventive ship, was anchored. There used
to be three of these vessels within the short dis-
tance of five miles. Yet from the creek, in spite
of these, the wives and daughters of the more
prosperous inhabitants received from time to time
mysterious packages, which were always opened
in the privacy of their own chambers; and they
appeared on special occasions in fine satin, silk,
or brocade gowns which had never been bought
in Marshton or the larger neighbouring town of
Standbeck. A bottle of eau-de-Cologne, too, or
a stout four-cornered green bottle, was found,
oddly enough, from time to time inside a great
codfish; and the poorest fisher-lass would have
blushed for shame if, when she was married,
she had not possessed a splendid bed - quilt of
her own, made in patchwork of grand and
rich materials arranged in most wonderful
patterns.

Whenever the boats came in from a long line-
fishing cruise, there was sure to be a meeting of



32 ANNALS OF A FISHING VILLAGE.

the lasses held, from which all the men -folk
were rigorously excluded — though some of the
younger might have been seen hovering round
the neighbourhood until their sweethearts joined
them.

To go back to Denzil in his kinsman’s house.
One great pleasure he had there was free access
to a great scrap-book, such as those of our parents
who were artistic or literary in their tastes always
found time to fill and to enjoy. Nowadays the
innumerable illustrated papers and magazines take
the place of these cherished old volumes, which
were turned over and over again during the long
winter evenings. We read many more books than
were ever obtainable in those «days; but perhaps
we fail to make what is good and beautiful and
true our own as did many of our forefathers?
Life is overcrowded; there is ““no room in the
inn” for many a heavenly visitant.

Denzil found in that collection all that the
master had come across in the way of artistic
odds and ends. There were engravings from
the pictures of Stubbs, Gilpin, and other men of
their time; sea-pieces of Vernet’s, the French
marine painter; odd birds from Bewick’s works
—some of the best of them, for the master's
eye was critical and keen, and they are not all
good—with here and there some from Audubon



AT THE PORTREEVE’S. 33

and Wilson; not many of these latter, however.
And this treasury of scraps the master would often
turn over himself while the boy stood by; and he
had pleasure in noting the silent delight and ap-
preciation that shone in Denzil’s face.
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CHAPTER V.

OLD NANCE’S IRON POT.

O~ his way home Den hailed his boon companions
again, just to make sure of being one at the crab-
boiling process next day.

“(Come as soon as ever ye can, Reed-bird,”
said Scoot, “afore they wauts us down at the
boat. They're all big ’uns now, fur the big ’uns
hev eracked up t'others: they’ll be prime eatin’,
an’ no mistake.”

“I've got a fine prize fur ye,” cried Winder;
“what do ye¢ say to that now?” and he pro-
duced a number of strange -looking small fish,
strung together on a tarred string, * Father gev
it me fur ye.”

The boy laughed as he held out his hand for
the fish; such windfalls as these added greatly to
the joy of his young life. A fish, or an occasional
bird given him by a fowling friend, would first be
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copied on the slate he used at night, when his
father gave him regular instruction himself in
““the three R’s,” and then kept in some secret
spot to be studied from every point of view, until
it would keep no longer; then it had to be buried
in the garden.

Some of his friends made collections of birds’
eggs, but he never cared for these; he loved live
creatures too dearly for that. Scoot and Winder
had numbers of eggs strung in long festoons, from
those of the great black-backed gulls down to those
of the diminutive reed-wren. But they were a
great charge, for the lads were obliged to keep
them hidden somewhere outside in the garden.
Not one of the fishing folks would have suffered a
blown egg inside the house: it was looked on as
extremely unlucky. If seen in the boy’s hands
anywhere near the door, scrub-broom or stick
would be flourished most vigorously and effectual-
ly. The safety and wellbeing of their households
depended on it, they considered. Neither would
any of the fishermen’s wives have used the feathers
of sea-fowl to fill their pillows or beds, ‘‘ they wus
sich restless flittin’ things, never at rest night nor
day; an’ their feathers would not let ye get to
sleep.”

Nor would one of the men have sailed out on a
Friday, if the wind and tide served never so fair.
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And of a child born at the time of flood-tide, they
said that ‘“ef so be as he died on land, he’d slip
his cable sure, when his time cum, on the ebb-
tide.”

Denzil's treasures in the way of animate and
inanimate nature had a very precarious footing
either in the house or outside it. Copying a bird
as well as he could on his slate was an irritating
sort of affair after all, for it had to be rubbed out
to make room for multiplication, which was “ vex-
ation” enough, as the old school doggerel has it.
When some friend at last presented him with a
box of colours and some pencils, his joy knew no
bounds.

As soon as he got home that evening from his
cousin Larry’s, the first thing he did was to put
away most carefully one or two scraps which had
been given to him. With the exception of his
visits to his kinsman’s house, which were the red-
letter days in his boyhood’s calendar, Denzil had
little to amuse and instruct him—indoors, that is
to say. He had a very curious collection of
pictures of birds and animals that had been given
to him at odd times. They came from many
sources, and were carefully arranged and treasured.
In fact they were the only treasures he possessed,
and where they had been torn or injured they were
always mended and repaired with great pains.
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Scraps from Bewick procured for him by Larry
were there, with odd figures from Harvey’s spirited
drawings of animals and birds. Besides these, he
had many a gay-coloured picture from the tops of
the French fruit and glove boxes,—pictures he
valued much, given to him by some of the fisher
lasses, whose sweethearts crossed the Channel.
All these he would turn over, and study again and
again on those days, which were many, when the
weather was too rough for him to be allowed to go
out of doors. One happy day he was shown the
two volumes of the ¢ Tower Menagerie,’ the figures
of animals there having been drawn, as he was
told, by the best animal-painter of the day. They
opened a world of interest and delight to the boy.

The rambles over the wild marshes and along the
sea-shore, sometimes in the company of a friendly
shore-shooter, more often with Scoot and Winder;
his birds, fish, and pictures at home, and the in-
struction given him by his father,—very regularly
and carefully, for he was a man of high principles,
—formed Denzil's whole education until he was
about twelve years old.

His cousin Laurence went daily to a good school
at Standbeck; the master did not think it well for
him to attend the only available school in Marshton,
where the boys were, he considered, not all of them
suitable companions for his son.
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When Denzil was with his father’s relatives he
had to be very careful not to use the dialect of the
warshes, nor might he use it at all in his parents’
presence.  He made up, however, for any strain he
wight feel this to be, by speaking it very freely
among the fisher folk.

There was a picturesque little group at the lower
end of Scoot’s father’s garden, close to the fence.
A good iron cooking-pot was hung, gipsy fashion,
from a tripod of stout sticks, and under it a fire
was blazing merrily. The fire was fed with some
broken-up tarred palings, not old ones; where they
had come from, it would have been unwise to ask.

“The bilin’ is jest done,” remarked Winder, as
Denzil arrived on the scene. ‘We couldn’t get
the pot as wus promised us, an’ so we jest borrered
this ’ere 'un from old Nance, without askin’ of her.
We shel tek an’ put it back when we’ve done with it.”

“ But how did you borrer it, Winder, ef Nance
didn’t lend it to yer?” asked the more scrupulous
Denzil.

“Why, ye see Scoot knows where she keeps her
cookin’ gear — jist over the fence it is, in her
gardin ; so we borrers old Bob Shrimp’s boat-hook,
an’ hooks this ’ere pot out, an’ off with it. We
took Bill’s hook back afore we started bilin’, so
were free of him like.”

“'Tis her bakin’-pot,” added Scoot with a
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chuckle, ““what she uses fur a ovin; we must giv’
it a good swab out afore we chucks it over the
fence agin.”

But this effort they were spared; for just as the
crabs had been taken out of the pot, placed in a
piece of old netting, and plunged into cold water
to set and cool, Nance herself appeared, showing
her head and shoulders over the fence. She had
worked herself up to a perfect fury, and in her
right hand she brandished a formidable mop-
handle. One glance she bestowed on her favourite
baking-vessel and the use it had been put to, and
then she gave free vent to her feelings.

“Oh, ye rips o’ sea-cats! ye wreckin’ combin’
varmints, as ’ull live to be hung fur pirits afore ye
die; a born nateral disgrace to the mothers as bore
ye. What ’ull be the end 0’ ye?”

At the same time she was making violent efforts,
as Winder said afterwards, ‘‘tu bust through the
fence and board” the lads.

Without waiting to answer Nance’s questions as
to what would become of them, the three boys
bolted with their precious net full of crabs, through
a reed-bed which was close at hand; and they got
away to a safe hiding-place, where, as they ate their
fish in peace, they speculated as to how long it
would take old Nance to “git the smell of ’em out
of that there bakin’-pot of hers.”



40 ANNALS OF A FISHING VILLAGE.

Poor old Nance! ¢ Scolding Nance” she was
nicknamed, because of her habit of giving her
opinion to her neighbours before they asked for it.
She was not bad at heart; in fact, she often
showed great sympathy with the lads and lasses,
especially with such as she thought hardly treated
by their own folks. But she had a most wonder-
ful flow of strong language at command, and her
temper was the worst in that fishing quarter, as
long as it lasted. It was generally very patiently
borne with, and folks showed her as much sociabil-
ity and kindness as she would accept, for she had
known terrible troubles, having lost her husband
and several sons, all at sea.

Many a hard-pressed wife and mother keeps her
heart soft and tender by an occasional visit to
the spot where the bodies of her loved ones lie
under the green turf, beside the old church where
they had worshipped together; .but Nance had
no such mournful consolation. Only when the
winds howled and raged over the sea, near her
lonely cot, she would hug her grief, rocking her-
self to and fro in anguish as she thought of
those who had been made the sport of the rest-
less waters.

It was strange how few of the fishermen and
their sons could swim. They used to say, ¢ What’s
the use on’t? fur ef yer goes overboard in a gale
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with this ’ere heavy top an’ bottom fishin’ gear on,
why down yer goes to Davy’s Locker, onless they
gets holt on yer with the boat-hook, or chucks yer
a spar o’ some sort to grip, or lays ye a rope tu lay
holt on.”

They were right there; the best of swimmers
must have sunk, hampered with those heavy tar-
paulin suits and the weight of their great sea-boots.
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on his father’s side, which gave him cause to
ponder; and his imagination was continually at
work trying to fit all things together, which was no
easy matter to his child's mind.

For his father and the master, as he was often
called, were curiously silent as to the early history
of their family. Their richer relative had a griev-
ance against Philip Magnier; it was generally kept
to himself, but it betrayed itself involuntarily at
times. .

Philip had incurred his displeasure by marrying
to please himself instead of his family. This dis-
pleasure was never openly shown, but it was always
rankling, and it embittered his mind against the
family in the smaller house on the flats. Philip had
fallen in love with ¢ Louey ”"—Louisa—the daugh-
ter of one of the richest members of the fishing
fraternity, a man of influence and of sterling
honesty.

Being a true man, the lover disregarded the
remonstrances of his friends, and followed the
dictates of his heart. When the marriage was
first proposed some of the older fishing gossips
shook their heads, and said ‘they wished Louey
all good luck, and him as was marrying her the
same; but she was goin’ tu step from her rank,
an’ it mightn’t end well with her.” But at any
mention of difference of station, men, women,
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and lasses were up in arms at once, and flew at it
with all the heat of their native blood.

““ What was too high for Louey? her family
pedigree could also be traced back unbroken for
generations; the man that first spoke of it had
better keep a still tongue in his head about that,
or they would keel-haul him. Louey was good
enough fur any man livin’ as cud properly valer a
good wife.”

And so the pair were duly married, and all
went well with them as far as their home life
was concerned; but the husband’s friends, al-
though they gave their consent, and acknowledged
the pair when by chance they met, never really
forgave Philip. A breach was made which was
never repaired, not even at his somewhat early
death.

Den resembled his father in features and bear-
ing, and he was allowed to be Larry’s constant
friend and playmate, when the latter was not at
school ; but the child clung to his mother’s people,
and they to him. ‘ He’s the very moral of his
father in looks, an’ has his ways too!” they would
say, ‘“but he’s Louey’s boy, an’ he’s one of us.
Open door tu him, an’ warm hearthstone, whenever
he likes tu cum tu us.”

One morning Den went outside after breakfast
in rather a melancholy frame of mind ; the shadows
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seemed to predominate over the sunshine in his
life just then. He had been  quilted "’ the evening
before, unjustly, for a scrape he had got into
entirely through the fault of another. Generally
he took his punishments stoically; if he had
brought uncanny live things into the house with
all their native ooze and mud about them, just
when his hard-working mother had made every-
thing clean and ship-shape, he knew it was ag-
gravating to her, and that he was doing wrong;
and the same if he tore his clothes, which she
had made and mended so carefully, by reckless
adventures in the neighbourhood of the mussel-
scalps, and dyke-leaping, or the like. But if on
a rare occasion he was punished when he had
not deserved it, his naturally fiery temperament
asserted itself, and the usually grave quiet child
was suddenly transformed into a struggling and
fighting wild creature, defiant of all his surround-
ings. On this last occasion an old crone, bent
nearly double with the weight of eighty-six years,
who had been a witness to the scene, had wagged
her head, and, holding up one of her shrivelled
fingers, had muttered—

“Tell ye what, he’s got their blood in him,
an’ no mistake; ye kin tell where he springs
from.”

On the whole his was a stern school. That
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you something that will please you to-day, such as
you’ve not seen before, I can tell you.”

Without a word Den ran indoors, and, as he
caught up his cap, cried, * Larry’s come for me,”
which would, he knew, be enough to satisfy them
at home.

“Come back and git on your other clothes,”
called his mother.

But Denzil was already out of earshot.

““He’s clean an’ tidy, anyway,” she said, as she
turned indoors again; “but I du wish as he’d got
his new jacket on.”

Through the town and out on to the sea-wall
on the farther side of it they went, without many
words being spoken by either. Then across a
flat and on to the main highroad that runs from
London to Dover, which brought them to Stand-
beck, about a mile distant. After passing the
school to which Larry went every day, they
crossed over to the gateway of one of the principal
inns of that busy road, over which her Majesty’s
mails and all passengers to and from London and
Dover were carried by the splendidly horsed coaches
of the day.

Den was still in ignorance of what he was going
to see; for him it was enough that he was out
with his cousin. But when Larry said, ‘ What
do you think of them now?” and he saw two
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magnificent birds, which he at once knew were
none other than a living pair of the grand gol-
den eagles he had so often admired in books, he
was speechless with delight and admiration, the
other boy watching him with a merry twinkle in
his eye.

It'was some time before Den found his tongue.
Larry by that time was occupied in watching
the ostlers, who stood awaiting the morning
coach.

“I never thought as they could be as beautiful
as that,” said Den at last. ‘I must get close
up to them; I'd like to watch them all the day
long.”

The birds were chained to stands on either side
of the great iron gateway, just inside the court-
yard of the inn, where they were the objects of
much curiosity to the daily passengers on the
coaches.

“You can’t do that, Den; they’re not to be
trusted. I've been over here watching them every
day at dinner-time lately, and the ostlers have told
me all about them. They used to have a longer
run, but they’ve snatched up and eaten more than
one cat that went too close to their stands after the
bits of meat given ’em. So now they are chained
up shorter, but ’tain’t safe to go nigh them.”

It was long before Larry could get Den to start
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back home again, and all the way the boy could
talk of nothing but those grand birds.

Two days later he was missed after breakfast.
He had run away to Standbeck to satisfy his curi-
osity more fully as to the grand birds at the gate-
way of the old inn. When Larry left school to
come home late in the afternoon, he found the boy
sitting in an out-of-the-way corner, near the
entrance, watching the eagles with an all-absorbing
interest.

“You don’t mean to say you've been here again
by yourself, Den?” he said; ‘ did they give you
leave to come? My, won’t you catch it when you
get back if they didn’t!” He could hardly get his
cousin away from the spot, so fascinated was he.

The whole of the next day Den was kept a
prisoner indoors by way of punishment ; but he was
not unhappy. He spent the time very pleasantly
looking over his picture scraps. One of these
represented a golden eagle. This was torn up
without the least hesitation and thrown out of the
window ; for, as he observed very justly, it did not
deserve to be called by the name. It was not at
all like those grand birds at Standbeck.
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CHAPTER VII

"THE WILD BEAST SHOW.

LARRY’s life had a wider and brighter range than
that of Denzil; he saw more of the world beyond
their own; in fact, any outside pleasures that came
in Den’s way were sure to come through this cousin.

One Saturday afternoon he came to the marsh
house in a state of great excitement, and getting
Den outside, gave him the wonderful piece of news
that Wombwell, the prince of showmen, of whom
the boy had heard with wonder and bated breath,
was actually coming to a neighbouring town.

Larry himself had never seen a wild beast show,
and he was full of eagerness and delight about it.
He had managed to secure a long poster from a
bill-sticker, which he had brought carefully rolled
up in his pocket. This he unfolded for the benefit
of Den, who, with flushed cheeks, devoured every
item in it.
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Wombwell’'s menagerie was at that time some-
thing of note. It was the only thing of its kind
travelling in England, and one great feature about
it was the really beautiful paintings on the outside
of the large vans. They were painted by men who
afterwards made a name for themselves, and were
well worthy of admiration from more experienced
eyes than those of our two boys.

Over the illustrated poster the cousins held a long
and earnest consultation. Could it be possible that
all these wonderful creatures were alive? How
had they been caught and secured? and what did
they live on? Did the lions and tigers roar loudly
as they did in their native jungle and forests?
Here were snakes as thick as a man’s leg. Was it
all real? They discussed and wondered over the
matter until they had fairly exhausted themselves.

Larry informed Den that his father was going
to drive him over himself to see the show. Boys
could go inside for sixpence, the bills said ; but Den
had never been the happy possessor even of two-
pence, at the same time, in all his young life.

He left Larry with a mournful countenance ; the
more he thought of it, the less likely it seemed that
he could possibly secure the means of going to the
show. His kinsman had not offered to take him,
and his parents, he knew, would not dream of
granting him this gratification.
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He went to bed that night in a troubled state of
mind ; that long wonderful poster would not suffer
him to sleep. The difficult question where and how
he could get hold of so much money, kept his mind
on the stretch till the morning.

It was a long tramp to the town, but he would
easily manage that if he could only procure the six-
pence. And then, if he did get it, perhaps they
would not trust him to go; they looked on him as
such a little fellow, he thought sorrowfully. No,
there was nothing to be expected from his father
and mother, where shows were concerned, he knew.
He decided to hunt up Scoot and Winder in the
morning, and talk it over with them.

Next day he came upon the pair as they were
expressing their joy over the news of the wild beast
show by executing a double shuffle with their bare
feet on the pavement outside their homes. They
were both going, and had already got their sixpences
in their pockets for the purpose.

“ You’re comin’ with us, Reed-bird, of coorse ye
are?”

“But I ain’t got no money,” said Den, dole-
fully.

““Why, ask yer mother for it,” said the sagacious
Scoot, ‘“an’ ef she sez no, fust off like, jest you
worrit her fur it, same as Winder an’ me did ours.
We're goin’, an’ ye'll jest cum tu.”



THE WILD BEAST SHOW. 53

The boy could get no further suggestions out of
either Scoot or Winder. ‘ Worrit yer mother,”
echoed Winder, and the two went on with their
double shuffle in a way that quite exasperated
Denzil. He was not in the least inclined to follow
their advice, and went home again, wearing a very
dejected air. As the time for the show’s coming
drew nearer, Den moped about the house in a most
miserable fashion; he could do nothing but turn
‘over his scraps continually.

At last his mother noticed his restless, sad looks,
and asked him if he was feeling ill, or what was the
matter.

This made the tears flow down Den’s cheeks
freely ; but he told her the cause of his misery,
asking her most piteously if she thought his father
could be prevailed on to let him have that—to the
boy—vast sum of sixpence, and allow him to go to
see the show.

¢ I'll ask yer father, Den,” she replied ; ‘I don’t
know what he may say to it—but if he says Yes,
I’ll not say No.”

The mother did not gain her point very easily,
and it was only on the morning of the day of the
show that the sixpence was forthcoming and the
permission he craved granted.

Those two good-looking young scamps, Scoot
and Winder, were quickly informed of Den’s good
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fortune, and they called for him, wearing their best
clothes, and having the bearing of patriarchs, as
they told Mrs Magnier that they ‘wud look after
Denzil, an’ see as nuthin’ happined tu him: an’
they’d take pertickler care as he didn’t lose that
there sixpence, for they’d tie his pocket up like a
purse till he got thear, an’ then git it out fur him
agin.”

After a few more sage and valuable remarks, the
trio started on their way, Scoot again reassuring the
mother as to ‘‘ thet sixpence.”

It was a long tramp to the town where Womb-
well was exhibiting, but the three happy boys
thought nothing of it ; and when at last they stood
in front of the huge vans, looking at the pictures,
they were lost in speechless wonder for some
time.

Presently Scoot, in a very subdued voice for him,
said, ¢ This is wuth walkin’ a good pair o’ shoes off
yer feet tu cum an’ see. The picturs is wuth the
money ef there wus nuthin’ else.”

Winder made the original and true remark that
“ he’d niver sin sich a thing in all his life afore.”

Den could say nothing. He wanted to tarry a
long time enjoying the painted animals before going
inside ; but the practical Scoot observed that ‘“arter
he’d got Den’s precious sixpence out o’ thet pocket,
whear it wus wedged in so tight, they’d best go
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inside the show ; the picturs *ud be thear when they
cum out agin.”

It would be impossible to describe the boy’s de-
light when they were actually face to face with the
wild animals they had only read about before. Den
was in a state not easy to describe, and difficult for
any who are not born naturalists to form any idea
of. It was the happiest day he had ever spent;
the way home seemed short as they discussed all
the wonders they had seen.

The next morning, before he turned out to play,
Denzil tore up some more of his scraps.
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CHAPTER VIIL

WITH THE SHORE-SHOOTERS.

‘* That old voice of waters, of birds, and of breeze,
The dip of the wild-fowl, the rustling of trees.”

IT was due to the influence of his mother’s rela-
tives that Den was allowed to roam so freely over
the wild marshes, in the company of Scoot and
Winder. He had also family connections who
were shore-shooters, besides others on his father’s
side who farmed their own land as graziers; so
that he learned the ways and habits of the wild-
fowl, whilst becoming familiar with their outward
appearance, and the changes in their plumage in
the different seasons.

To most, the marshes round about his home
would have seemed a dreary wilderness; but the
birds were there, and that was enough for him. In
the spring there were the plovers to look at as they
ran over the flats, the snipe to watch in their hum-
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ming upward flight, and what interested him still
more, the redshanks playing their curious antics.
As summer drew near, the butterflies flitted
about in the long marsh herbage; some of them
were very beautiful, and a few now considered
rare were then common enough on the flats.
But the early autumn was his chief time for
observation. Then the waders came in flocks
from their Northern homes where they had reared
their young, to feed on the foreshore again. Com-
paratively few waders and swimming-birds breed
in England. Those species that breed here migrate
in their season to other countries, and others that
breed beyond our seas come over to us again; so
that there is a constant stream, so to speak, of
countless hosts on the wing, either coming or going.
The plovers kept to the upland pastures, the
redshanks and the snipes to the tussocky parts
of the swamps, with little runs of water here and
there; the ring-dotterels, in pairs, to any bit of
shingle on the foreshore. Herons, moor-hens,
and rails frequented the swamps, and a few terns
dipped over the lagoons. The latter were not
numerous here, for their proper breeding-place was
miles away down the coast.
These were the birds Denzil watched in the
spring and summer; a limited number, for such
as finches and others did not live in the marshes.
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In the autumn there was a change; then the
dunlins came in thousands on the ooze, many of
them with a great part of their beautiful summer
plumage still on them. Sanderlings, stints, and
knots, too, were there—not many of these latter
in comparison with the others; but there were
mobs of curlews, and they made enough noise too.
A few grey plovers and the herons made up the
show at this season.

When winter had fairly set in, the boy revelled
in and about the bare district; for independently
of the wild ducks and the springs of teal, the diving-
ducks proper drifted alongshore with the black
ducks—the scoters—from the open sea in rough
weather, to feed on the mussels, cockles, and small
crabs that were to be found in profusion in the
creek. They dived for these; shell-fish in all stages
of growth were found there. It was the young
tender shell-fish they fed on. By the term diving-
ducks, we mean pochards, the red-headed pochards
or dun bird, and the scaup or frosty-backed poch-
ard, with the golden eyes or mottled wings. These.
with the common scoter or black duck, comprised
the diving-ducks known in the marshlands. The
real divers, such as the red-throated and others
—not the great Northern, for that was never seen
in the creek at any time, let the weather be what
it might—with the grebes in winter plumage, from
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the great to the little grebe, — these, with the
mergansers, went under the one comprehensive
title of sprat-divers.

The gulls were there in full force; the great
black - backed gulls called cobs, and the lesser
black-backed, the herring or grey gull, with the
black-headed gull in winter plumage, and the com-
mon gull. At rare intervals, if the weather was
very severe, the great burgomaster gull in imma-
ture plumage might be seen, grandly flapping up
the creek, but not far up, only about a mile from
open water. It was very rarely that one of these
was shot ; as the fishermen and the shore-shooters
observed, they had got eyes behind them. They
called these Hollanders, North Sea fowl. That pied
wader and swimmer the oyster-catcher, or mussel-
picker, was a rare bird round about the creek.

As to the black or brent geese, they fed on the
long sea-grass, the Zostera marina of the botanist,
which covers the slub ooze in places, but is not to
be found in the sands. The geese are, as a rule,
day feeders; but at times, if the weather was too:
rough for them to feed on the main shore, they
would feed in the creek, evening, night, or morning,.
according as the tide served.

When this was the case, the shore-shooters.
would lay their heads together, to get on the blind
side, as they termed it, of those wary birds.
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The boy was not taken with them on any of
their night expeditions—he was not old enough—
for night shooting is dangerous on shore or afloat.
Many a fatal accident took place there at times
through the dim form of a shooter, as he crouched,
being mistaken for a lot of birds.

Den contrived to meet the men often enough
by day, however. He used to bribe their younger
brothers and sisters with rough drawings he made
of the various birds—if the drawings were faulty,
they were sufficiently lifelike to cause a keen com-
petition among his companions for their possession,
—bribe them to let him know when the men were
going shooting, and in which direction.

And besides this, as I said before, because he
was related to some of the graziers, the owners of
a great portion of the flats where the wild-fowl
shooting was good, the men could often get per-
mission to shoot over these more readily if they
had the boy with them.

In all Den’s wanderings over the flats, by the
swamps along the saltings, the ooze, and the sea-
shore, his sole object was to watch the birds.
Scientific works on natural history he had rarely
access to; primaries, secondaries, and scapularies
he had never heard of. But he gained a more
useful knowledge of all their haunts and ways, and,
as far as he could possibly find out, of their habits
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of feeding, varying as these do with the seasons.
It is wonderful how familiarly close shy wild crea-
tures will come to those who have a love for them;
there is a sort of freemasonry between so-called
dumb creatures and those outwardly quiet, self-
contained characters who are the best naturalists.
Den possessed the confidence of birds and animals
in no small degree. None of the shore-shooters
ever lost a shot through any incautious movement
of the boy’s when they had him with them. He
was far too anxious to see the birds that fell to
the shot, to startle them by the least motion of
his own.

Sometimes, after the men had not seen or heard
of him for days, he would suddenly spring up in
their path when they had got fairly on the saltings.
It was useless to bid him go home again. On one
occasion when he had been threatened with a
“quilting” if he did not turn back at once, he
apparently obeyed, and the shooter thought he had
got rid of him ; but the boy popped up again, just
in front of him, a mile lower down on the saltings,
out of a patch of sea-blite. He had run at top
speed on the other side of the sea-wall, after turning
back for a short distance. For a moment the man
was dumfounded, but he soon found his tongue,
and gave full swing to it, calling Den by various
epithets, such as no parent would use to his
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offspring if he had any respect for himself and
them.

The boy waited till the shooter had had his say,
and then told him with great seriousness that he
really must let him go with him to see the birds.
He gained his point so completely, that he was
not only allowed to go on, but when on the way
home again, the man, finding that the little lad
was dcad-beat with the fatigue of their long day’s
tramp, carried him on his shoulder the rest of the
distance, his gun slung behind. He had had no
Inck that day.

So uncertain is it, going after the wild-fowl,
that many a time a party of shore-shooters will
come home without a bird amongst them, after
having been out since the dawn was breaking until
nightfall. The fowl are here to-day and gone to-
morrow to some fresh feeding-ground, their move-
ments varying with the state of the tides or the
weather. It is in nearly all cases a waiting game
of chances, with the chances oftener in favour of
the fowl than of the fowlers.

There was one spot the shore-shooters and fisher-
men fought shy of, a church in the centre of a dark
wood on an upland above the shore. It has now
been cleared, and fruit-trees blossom where there
used to be dark recesses in which the white owls
hissed and snored, and the brown ones hooted;
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while the fox slipped about over the graves on his
way to the marsh and the creek. Now and again,
too, the unearthly yell of fierce cats was heard
there. These were creatures no doubt once domes-
tic, but which had long before gone wild in that
wood, and had prowled and yelled there from
time immemorial. The fishing folks, being super-
stitious,