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ON the north-east coast of Scotland, in the most romantic part of the Highlands, stood the 
Castle of Athlin; an edifice built on the summit of a rock whose base was in the sea. This pile was 
venerable from its antiquity, and from its Gothic structure; but more venerable from the virtues which 
it enclosed. It was the residence of the still beautiful widow, and the children of the noble Earl of 
Athlin, who was slain by the hand of Malcolm, a neighbouring chief, proud, oppressive, revengeful; 
and still residing in all the pomp of feudal greatness, within a few miles of the castle of Athlin. 
Encroachment on the domain of Athlin, was the occasion of the animosity which subsisted between 
the chiefs. Frequent broils had happened between their clans, in which that of Athlin had generally 
been victorious. Malcolm, whose pride was touched by the defeat of his people; whose ambition was 
curbed by the authority, and whose greatness was rivalled by the power of the Earl, conceived for 
him that deadly hatred which opposition to its favourite passions naturally excites in a mind like his, 
haughty and unaccustomed to controul; and he meditated his destruction. He planned his purpose 
with all that address which so eminently marked his character, and in a battle which was attended by 
the chiefs of each party in person, he contrived, by a curious finesse, to entrap the Earl, accompanied 
by a small detachment, in his wiles, and there slew him. A general rout of his clan ensued, which was 
followed by a dreadful slaughter; and a few only escaped to tell the horrid catastrophe to Matilda. 
Overwhelmed by the news, and deprived of those numbers which would make revenge successful, 
Matilda forbore to sacrifice the lives of her few remaining people to a feeble attempt at retaliation, and 
she was constrained to endure in silence her sorrows and her injuries.

Inconsolable for his death, Matilda had withdrawn from the public eye, into this ancient seat 
of feudal government, and there, in the bosom of her people and her family, had devoted herself to 
the education of her children. One son and one daughter were all that survived to her care, and their 
growing virtues promised to repay all her tenderness. Osbert was in his nineteenth year: nature had 
given him a mind ardent and susceptible, to which education had added refinement and expansion. 
The visions of genius were bright in his imagination, and his heart, unchilled by the touch of 
disappointment, glowed with all the warmth of benevolence.

When first we enter on the theatre of the world, and begin to notice its features, young 
imagination heightens every scene, and the warm heart expands to all around it. The happy 
benevolence of our feelings prompts us to believe that every body is good, and excites our wonder 
why every body is not happy. We are fired with indignation at the recital of an act of injustice, and 
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at the unfeeling vices of which we are told. At a tale of distress our tears flow a full tribute to pity: 
at a deed of virtue our heart unfolds, our soul aspires, we bless the action, and feel ourselves the 
doer. As we advance in life, imagination is compelled to relinquish a part of her sweet delirium; we 
are led reluctantly to truth through the paths of experience; and the objects of our fond attention are 
viewed with a severer eye. Here an altered scene appears; — frowns where late were smiles; deep 
shades where late was sunshine: mean passions, or disgusting apathy stain the features of the principal 
figures. We turn indignant from a prospect so miserable, and court again the sweet illusions of our 
early days; but ah! they are fled for ever! Constrained, therefore, to behold objects in their more 
genuine hues, their deformity is by degrees less painful to us. The fine touch of moral susceptibility, 
by frequent irritation becomes callous; and too frequently we mingle with the world, till we are added 
to the number of its votaries.

Mary, who was just seventeen, had the accomplishments of riper years, with the touching 
simplicity of youth. The graces of her person were inferior only to those of her mind, which illumined 
her countenance with inimitable expression.

Twelve years had now elapsed since the death of the Earl, and time had blunted the keen edge of 
sorrow. Matilda’s grief had declined into a gentle, and not unpleasing melancholy, which gave a soft 
and interesting shade to the natural dignity of her character. Hitherto her attention had been solely 
directed towards rearing those virtues which nature had planted with so liberal a hand in her children, 
and which, under the genial influence of her eye, had flourished and expanded into beauty and 
strength. A new hope, and new solicitudes, now arose in her breast; these dear children were arrived at 
an age, dangerous from its tender susceptibility, and from the influence which imagination has at that 
time over the passions. Impressions would soon be formed which would stamp their destiny for life. 
The anxious mother lived but in her children, and she had yet another cause of apprehension.

When Osbert learned the story of his father’s death, his young heart glowed to avenge the 
deed. The late Earl, who had governed with the real dignity of power, was adored by his clan; they 
were eager to revenge his injuries; but oppressed by the generous compassion of the Countess, their 
murmurs sunk into silence: yet they fondly cherished the hope that their young Lord would one day 
lead them on to conquest and revenge. The time was now come when they looked to see this hope, 
the solace of many a cruel moment, realized. The tender fears of a mother would not suffer Matilda to 
risque the chief of her last remaining comforts. She forbade Osbert to engage. He submitted in silence, 
and endeavored by application to his favourite studies, to stifle the emotions which roused him to 
aims. He excelled in the various accomplishments of his rank, but chiefly in the martial exercises, 
for they were congenial to the nobility of his soul, and he had a secret pleasure in believing that they 
would one time assist him to do justice to the memory of his dead father. His warm imagination 
directed him to poetry, and he followed where she led. He loved to wander among the romantic 
scenes of the Highlands, where the wild variety of nature inspired him with all the enthusiasm of his 
favourite art. He delighted in the terrible and in the grand, more than in the softer landscape; and, 
wrapt in the bright visions of fancy, would often lose himself in awful solitudes.

It was in one of these rambles, that having strayed for some miles over hills covered with heath, 
from whence the eye was presented with only the bold outlines of uncultivated nature, rocks piled 
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on rocks, cataracts and vast moors unmarked by the foot of traveller, he lost the path which he had 
himself made; he looked in vain for the objects which had directed him, and his heart, for the first 
time, felt the repulse of fear. No vestige of a human being was to be seen, and the dreadful silence of 
the place was interrupted only by the roar of distant torrents, and by the screams of the birds which 
flew over his head. He shouted, and his voice was answered only by the deep echoes of the mountains. 
He remained for some time in a silent dread not wholly unpleasing, but which was soon heightened 
to a degree of terror not to be endured; and he turned his steps backward, forlorn, and dejected. His 
memory gave him back no image of the past; having wandered some time, he came to a narrow pass, 
which he entered, overcome with fatigue and fruitless search: he had not advanced far, when an abrupt 
opening in the rock suddenly presented him with a view of the most beautifully romantic spot he 
had ever seen. It was a valley almost surrounded by a barrier of wild rocks, whose base was shaded 
with thick woods of pine and fir. A torrent, which tumbled from the heights, and was seen between 
the woods, rushed with amazing impetuosity into a fine lake which flowed through the vale, and was 
lost in the deep recesses of the mountains. Herds of cattle grazed in the bottom, and the delighted 
eyes of Osbert were once more blessed with the sight of human dwellings. Far on the margin of the 
stream were scattered a few neat cottages. His heart was so gladdened at the prospect, that he forgot 
he had yet the way to find which led to this Elysian vale. He was just awakened to this distressing 
reality, when his attention was once more engaged by the manly figure of a young Highland peasant, 
who advanced towards him with an air of benevolence, and, having learned his distress, offered to 
conduct him to his cottage. Osbert accepted the invitation, and they wound down the hill, through an 
obscure and intricate path, together. They arrived at one of the cottages which the Earl had observed 
from the height; they entered, and the peasant presented his guest to a venerable old Highlander, 
his father. Refreshments were spread on the table by a pretty young girl, and Osbert, after having 
partook of them and rested awhile, departed, accompanied by Alleyn, the young peasant, who had 
offered to be his guide. The length of the walk was beguiled by conversation. Osbert was interested 
by discovering in his companion a dignity of thought, and a course of sentiment similar to his own. 
On their way, they passed at some distance the castle of Dunbayne. This object gave to Osbert a bitter 
reflection, and drew from him a deep sigh. Alleyn made observations on the bad policy of oppression 
in a chief, and produced as an instance the Baron Malcolm. These lands, said he, are his, and they 
are scarcely sufficient to support his wretched people, who, sinking under severe exactions, suffer 
to lie uncultivated, tracts which would otherwise add riches to their Lord. His clan, oppressed by 
their burdens, threaten to rise and do justice to themselves by force of arms. The Baron, in haughty 
confidence, laughs at their defiance, and is insensible to his danger: for should an insurrection 
happen, there are other clans who would eagerly join in his destruction, and punish with the same 
weapon the tyrant and the murderer. Surprized at the bold independence of these words, delivered 
with uncommon energy, the heart of Osbert beat quick, and “O God! my father!” burst from his lips. 
Alleyn stood aghast! uncertain of the effect which his speech had produced; in an instant the whole 
truth flashed upon his mind: he beheld the son of the Lord whom he had been taught to love, and 
whose sad story had been impressed upon his heart in the early days of childhood; he sunk at his feet, 
and embraced his knees with a romantic ardor. The young Earl raised him from the ground, and the 
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following words relieved him from his astonishment, and filled his eyes with tears of mingled joy and 
sorrow: “There are other clans as ready as your own to avenge the wrongs of the noble Earl of Athlin; 
the Fitz–Henrys were ever friends to virtue.” The countenance of the youth, while he spoke, was 
overspread with the glow of conscious dignity, and his eyes were animated with the pride of virtue. 
— The breast of Osbert kindled with noble purpose, but the image of his weeping mother crossed 
his mind, and checked the ardor of the impulse. “A time may come my friend,” said he, “when your 
generous zeal will be accepted with the warmth of gratitude it deserves. Particular circumstances will 
not suffer me, at present, to say more.” The warm attachment of Alleyn to his father sunk deep in his 
heart.

It was evening before they reached the castle, and Alleyn remained the Earl’s guest for that night.
 


