              WANDERINGS IN NORTHUMBERLAND, CHAPTER XVIII.
                                                  TOUR THROUGH ALNWICK.
                             Article from the Newcastle Journal dated Saturday, June 7th, 1856.
   The first object likely to attract the attention of a stranger visiting Alnwick, as he lands at the station, is the “Tenantry Column” in the opposite field. This column was erected to commemorate the numerous acts of kindness and benevolence of the father of the present Duke of Northumberland, especially in the large allowances he made to his tenants from their rents at a period of great distress. The foundation stone was laid July 1, 1816, with great ceremony. The column was built after a plan by the late David Stephenson, Esq. of Newcastle, architect to the Duke. It stands upon a pleasant grassy knoll adjoining the south road, among flowering shrubs disposed with considerable taste. Along this road, on a summer Sunday evening, parties of young gentlemen and ladies are wont to perambulate in obedience to that law which prompts every living creature to find a mate. Dressed in their “Sunday finery,” they defile in front of the column in companies of two or three, till long after the sun has set, and night has drawn her curtain over the purple spikes of the lilac and the golden chain of the laburnum, which add freshness and beauty to the scene.
   By applying at Mavon’s pretty cottage, which the visitor passes on the left as he enters the town, admission is readily obtained to the column field. The cottage is a capital specimen of “rus in urbe,” romantically overgrown with verdure, and planted on a green bank, redolent of the fairest flowers, disposed in crescents and other forms, and extremely well kept.
   Entering the field, the column rises nobly before you, surrounded by a fine palisade. The basement is circular, ascended by steps which are separated in four divisions by plinths, on which are placed recumbent lions, looking backwards. On this basement stands a square shaped elevation, the sides panelled, that on the east having the inscription – “To Hugh, Duke of Northumberland, K.G. this column is erected, dedicated, and inscribed, by a grateful and united tenantry, Anno Domini MDCCCXVI.” This elevation is surmounted by an open gallery, with the Percy motto, “Esperance en Dieu” (Hope in God), inscribed on each of the panels of the parapet. Hence a very dark circular staircase leads to the summit of the column, whose capital forms a gallery with a railing round it, and crowned with a lion statant, the Percy crest. It is well worthy venturing up the narrow dark staircase to survey the town and its neighbourhood from the gallery, which affords a view that “must be seen to be appreciated.”
   The column field is surrounded by a wall and kept in very neat order. If a gravel path were formed around it, with a few seats, in the manner of Calton Hill, at Edinburgh, and the whole thrown open to the public, it would form a noble promenade. The common lungwort (Pulmonaria Officinallis), which is rare in the north, and a doubtful native, grows in the field near the wall at Moffat’s Well, where it must have held possession of the soil for forty years.
   From hence the entry into the town is along Bondgate Without, unless one chooses to take the narrow lane leading by Mavon’s Cottage and the “Ducket Croft.” Bondgate is a good street, with a row of octagonal pillars along each side separating the “plains” from the gutters. On the south side rises Bondgate Hall, if I mistake not, for religious purposes, and afterwards the residence of the late John Carr, Esq. He began life as a groom in the Percy family, but afterwards entered the excise and “did the state some service.” He died a few years ago, at the patriarchal age of 93. He possessed very considerable literary and controversial talents, as his numerous contributions to the Newcastle Magazine, about 1822, under the signature “J.C.” abundantly prove.
   In front of an old thatched public house, the Plough, which is whitewashed with yellow ochre, as an Irishman would say, there is the following inscription cut over the doorway :-

                                               “That which your father
                                                 old hath purchased and left
                                                 you to possess, do you dearly
                                                 hold to shew his worthiness.”
                                                             M W     1714
   If the words “purchased and” were omitted, the “rhyme” would be improved without destroying the “reason.” On the same side of the street is the Old Depot, which was formerly a meeting house for those who now worship in Sion. A coach manufactory, a coal staith, a rag warehouse, and the entrance to the castle gardens, opposite which, is a pair of pumps, side by side; it is good to have two strings to a bow. One of the pumps is called “Jemmy’s Dribble.”
   That old black tower – that is, Bondgate Tower – was built by Henry, second Earl of Northumberland, (son of the celebrated Hotspur), in the reign of Henry VI. This Earl fortified the town with a stone wall, having four gates and square towers. Nothing now remains of those towers and wall except Bondgate Tower, and part of the foundations of the wall in an adjoining cellar under the shop of Mr. R. Nicholson, grocer.
   Bondgate Tower was used as a prison in times when it was not deemed expedient to be more indulgent to crime than to misfortune. It was repaired by the late Duke, and will probably stand for centuries yet to come, if it does not follow other old landmarks in this iron age of boasted improvement.
   On the outside of the tower is a lion rampant, but time has destroyed every resemblance which it may have had to that noble animal. There have been machicolations over it, for annoying assailants.
   Passing through the tower, Alnwick proper lies before you. In the centre of the view is the Market Place; on the right hand the road to the castle by way of Bondgate Within and Narrowgate; on the left by Clayport Street the road leads a mile uphill to Alnwick Moor, Rothbury, and other wild places of the far west. The new building at the White Swan Inn is a great improvement, and has a balcony, for the purpose, I presume, of election speechification. There is little noticeable on the south side of Bondgate Within and Market Street, unless it be the “High Pant,” a Gothic erection, with St. Michael killing the dragon on the top of it. The trough of this pant is foul with converse and has an iron grating across to prevent the stagnant water getting too low. It might be cleaned out occasionally.
   St. Michael’s Place, Aaron Smith’s Yard, or the Willow Walk, leads from the Pant to the Greenbat. Bethel Chapel, Sion Chapel, the Savings Bank, and Tradesmen’s Reading Room, are all in this yard, or whatever it may be called. The name Willow Walk was given to it many years ago by an old man named Ralph Annet, who was the owner of the property. He planted a row of willows, several of which I remember well. The old trunk of the last of them stood for some time a melancholy, without leaves or bark, till it was cut down on Christmas Day, 1854. The following lines, “inspired” by the fate of those trees, were written by a native of the town. I have taken the liberty of making a few slight alterations :-
                                                 THE LAST OF THE WILLOWS.
                                    Long time ago there stood a row of stately willow trees,
                                    Arrayed in verdure like the spring and wooed by birds and bees.
                                    Sweet was the sound when morning woke the music of their boughs,
                                    And sweetly shone the evening sun to light them to repose.
                                    Anon there came an evil time – the willows, one by one,
                                    Fell crashing under fire and steel, and all, save thee, are gone.
                                    But well I love thee, willow tree, though shattered in the storm –
                                    Though leafy mantle never more shall wreath thy ruined form –
                                    Though blighted, branchless as thou art, all desolate and lorn,
                                      Thou never more shalt smile again upon the dewy morn –
                                      Though nevermore shall turtle dove within thine arms complain,
                                      Or balmy zephyr breath a sigh upon thy breast again !
                                       I love thee, lonely willow tree, the last of all thy line,
                                       For many pleasant memories of old around thee twine,
                                       I mourn to think a few short days will lay thy form beside,
                                       Thy sisters , once so beautiful, that “perished in their pride,”
                                       And not a trace remain to show the spot whereon ye grew,
                                       The very name of Willow Walk, in time forgotten too.
                                       Yes! Thou must fall – the hand of death has overcome thee now –
                                       Has torn the mantle from thy breast, the glory from thy brow!
                                       No May shall bring thy blossoms back – in vain shall vernal breeze,
                                       Recall the flowers upon the earth, the leaves upon the trees.
                                       Thou sleep’st unmoved by summer’s sun, by winter’s angry roar –
                                       The voice of spring that wakes the flowers, shall waken thee no more.
                                       But there are hearts, old willow tree, where thou shalt bloom again,
                                       Where linnet, lark, and thrush renew the rapture of their strain,
                                       When summer clothes the winding groves that shade the pensive rills,
                                       When waterfalls are murmuring among the distant hills,
                                       When roses bud in every wood, and flags by every river,
                                       Thou deep in memory’s garden set shalt blossom green forever!
   The Reading Room is the only other object in St. Michael’s Place on which I shall make any comment, for the chapels are of that kind that you may say, “ex uno disces omnes.” A couple of staircase windows with semi-circular tops – a fir pulpit with tarnished cushion, pews unpainted, walls unprepossessing. The Reading Room has long been established, numbers about a hundred members, and takes the best of the London and local papers. It is a very convenient and well lighted room, but far from perfect. Punch always comes three days after date, and other papers appear when the freshness has evaporated. There is not a single book of reference except a backless Atlas of the last century, and the charts and maps mostly ancient are worth less. The little village of Embleton is far better supplied.
   Clayport Street extends from the High Pant westward, and is a long broad, and populous street, not badly built, but rather dirty. The “United Secession Church” (paradoxical name!) stands on the south side, very near the site of the old correction house, or “kitty.” This meeting house appears to be of a rather original order of architecture, in front a castle,(emblem of the church militant!) a conventical behind. It does not look badly, but the interior is mean. About the middle of the street was an old tower of similar character to Bondgate and built by the same Earl of Northumberland. The freemen used to meet here before the Town Hall was built. Not a trace of Clayport Tower remains, but four small stones to point out the corners thereof.
   Nearly at right angles to Clayport is Fenkle Street. In this street, up a narrow yard behind a public house, the Nag’s Head, stands the Theatre, a very plain and unpretending erection. All the windows but seven were built up, to avoid window duty, which does not improve the exterior aspect. Inside however, it is very different. The manager, Mr. Davis, of Newcastle Theatre, has had it fitted up with great taste, and the scenery is good. The acting throughout the whole time during which the company have been here has given very general satisfaction. Mr. Phelps, the celebrated tragedian, appeared three nights. His Othello was magnificent, and well seconded by Mr. S. Davis as Iago. The latter actor appears to give promise of great ability. He appeared on Monday night as Hamlet, and the theatre was so much crowded that I found it difficult to get a fair view of the stage. To say that Hamlet was played in a style equal to the conception of the immortal author would be saying too much, but it was better done than it has ever been in Alnwick. The gravedigging scene did not seem to me well arranged, but that may have been caused by the nature of things, there being no trap door. Mr. Fielding enacted the ghost. The company appears to me, to have endeavoured to avoid the too common fault of “tearing a passion to tatters.” Some of the minor actors indulge a little in pantomime, but on the whole that fault has been “reformed indifferently well.”
   The buildings and courts west and south of the theatre are not remarkable for good order or cleanliness. A bad smelling candle house, a foundry, tan yards, haystacks, draining tiles, sewer pipes, and dunghills occupy the greater portion of the space, and there is a dirty colony of sweeps, muggers, tinkers, and low Irish, -
                                                 “Here, in cabal, a disputatious crew,
                                                   Each evening meet, the sot, the cheat, the shrew,
                                                   Riots are nightly heard, the curse, the cries,
                                                   Of beaten wife, perverse in her replies,
                                                   Boys in their filthy rags to swear begin,
                                                   And girls, who heed not dress, are skilled to gin,
                                                   Between the roadway and the walls offence,
                                                   Invades the eye and strikes on every sense.”
   Those lines of Crabbe, though, perhaps, a little too strong, will give some idea of the Union Court. It is not so bad as formerly when it was a perfect nursery for disease.
    June 5th, 1856.                                                                                                                 J.L.L.


                                               
   
                                   
                                       
                                       

                                      
                                     
                                    
   
