Chapter 11 excerpt

Speyside, Scotland October 16th 1713

 The magnificence of the early October sun had changed into no sun and a bitter cold air. It was on a muddy path alongside the river Spey that 3 men in the bushes waited for dusk to arrive. They hoped the gloaming would be as rewarding as the evening before. They were waiting for any sign of movement on the river.

 The men wanted to pounce on the English commander and his small band of followers passing by and teach them a lesson with their fists, only they knew that this would make their work even more difficult to carry out, for they didn’t want more waves of them to come. 

 They had received a new list of orders by McGavalin and the demands were getting larger each week, and so they couldn’t afford to let him down. McGavalin’s pay was good and they were pleased that they could carry on their work despite the new English legislation which they detested from the moment they were informed about it a few months back.

 Wait! There was a slight noise coming from down the river. The tallest of the men perked his head out of the bushes to catch a better glimpse and saw the wooden front of a small boat through the mist.   

 He tapped the other men’s shoulders and smiled excitedly. As the English soldiers were now too far to hear or see them, all 3 simultaneously sprung out of the bushes and ran to the very large oak tree that was just behind them. Behind the thick trunk of the tree they had hidden their things. They heaved on some barrels and rolled them towards the river’s edge. The boat had moored already and the young man let down the wooden gangway. Together they loaded the boat with the 12 barrels. An older man accompanying the younger man on the boat walked to the front of the boat and picked up 3 small leather bags and handed it over to the 3 men. 

 They didn’t say goodbye as there was no time to waste, so the 3 men ran off the gangway and ran up the road in the opposite direction as the English soldiers had gone in. The young man raised the gangway, released the rope and set off to the other side of the river, which only took moments.

 The 3 men had ran far enough and came to a halt at a small cul-de-sac where there was a row of 4 modest houses. Panting heavily they each opened their bags they had  received and used the light of the lantern post to check the contents. They counted each coin and on seeing that all was fine they let out a small cheer.

 They trudged to their nearby homes on the other side of the mound and showed their wives the handsome pay, not even aware of the fact that things would get even more exciting in the near future.

 A few miles away, the English commander, Colonel Sharpe, was enjoying some ale at the Duff inn. His soldiers, who amounted to 12 persons, were upstairs resting and it allowed him some time to think. It had been a long journey up till now and they were not keen on the Scottish locals. The locals were not to be trusted, he was convinced as they had some artificial air about themselves and they often avoid English but would speak the local dialect between themselves when the soldiers were nearby. 

 What they need, he thought to himself, is a tougher approach. Send more soldiers up to keep an eye on them and to control the situation if necessary! There must be a way to find out if there was anything wrong.

The 3 weeks they had spent in lower and Eastern Speyside had been without any success. Although the commander was convinced there was illegal activity taking place they had found nothing. Were the people really innocent here or were they cunning scumbags like the ones they had found in the Scottish Lowlands?

 In England and Wales many officers had heard of Colonel Sharpe. They knew him to be a master of discovering hidden secrets. He had proven to be an adept leader and ruthless soldier. For those who actually saw him, his features were equally prime, his ironic sharp pointy nose centralising his merciless  hard cheekbones and thin pale face.

 It was at that moment of deep reflection on the mission in Speyside that the sound of 2 horses grew louder and stopped just outside the inn. A man in English uniform and a tougher looking English soldier carrying a sword entered the inn and saw Colonel Sharpe. The tougher man stood as guard at the entrance and the other man approached the Colonel and greeted him.

 ‘Message for you from London sir. His Majesty, King George, has given his approval to the proposition.’ He handed him a roll of paper with the King’s secretary’s signature on it.

 The Colonel read it and grunted. He threw the paper into the fire and watched it glow.

 ‘Be careful. Orders are orders sir’ exclaimed the messenger.

The colonel knew the seriousness of the order but still shook his head in disapproval, ‘I understand, even though we haven’t had enough time here, in my opinion, but don’t tell them that. But of course we shall obey the orders anyhow. Tell them we will redirect our attention to the Highlands.’

 ‘Certainly sir. A wise decision’ said the messenger and left the inn together with his personal bodyguard.

 Colonel felt personally offended, whoever this Parliament consisted of, be it noble aristocrats, wealthy excellencies or young enthusiastic politicians, they should not interfere with military operations. Just when I am about to come up with a plan to reveal the smuggling of uncharted whiskey they decide to move us on to yet another vast area of Scotland. It is disgusting!

 The next morning was equally cold but the mist had subsided and had been replaced by the round orange sun. After a good hearty meal the Colonel and his men departed from the inn, with Colonel Sharpe taunting the green and brown hilly emptiness, ‘We will be back. You wait and see.’ They headed west a few miles away from the North Sea coast on the lane passing the typically small towns, Elgin and Nairn, towards Inverness.

 The shoemaker had been told by the innkeeper’s son that the soldiers had received the command to leave Speyside and the sight of the departing soldiers confirmed the rumour. 

 In Elgin, on seeing the English travelling west in such a tempo and with so many goods on their horses, the shoemaker put down his equipment, grabbed his hat, filled a bag with bread and water, waved to his wife and jumped onto his grey horse, who was a recent acquisition, and beckoned the horse on to gallop at full speed towards Aberdeen.

 A few men nodded to him on the way pass Huntley.   

 On arrival in Aberdeen he stopped at a local inn and walked in. It was tremendously busy, but that was the reason it was such a great spot for their covert activities. He took a seat at the corner of the inn, where he always sat and ordered cider. After a few minutes a scruffy man entered the inn and took a seat besides him.

 ‘So what’s the news my ole friend?’

 ‘I have good news’ said the shoemaker.

The scruffy man grabbed his arm with tension, ‘Tell me!’

 ‘Those pathetic putrid English Hanoverian soldiers and their Colonel Sharpe have suddenly left Speyside to the higher counties’ he ranted.

 ‘You can be sure of this?’

 ‘Aye. They left this morning carrying a lot of food.’

 The man grimaced at the news and came up closer to whisper into the shoemaker’s ears, ‘McGavalin will like this news a lot.’

 The scruffy man set off to inform McGavalin.

 The shoemaker ordered one more cider and gulped it down to celebrate the English’ recent departure, his covert job as messenger for McGavalin and his growing smuggling enterprise.
