A WORD OF INTRODUCTION

These are selected poems from the works of James McNab Jnr.  They were published from 1878 to 1901, these dates cover his sojourn in Canada.

The work is even more remarkable given the fact that over his span (1851-1902) he only ever had three years of formal education.

When the Renton Gaelic Mission was raised to the status of a Pastoral Charge of the Free Church of Scotland, he was ordained as a Deacon.  He would without doubt have approved of the use to which his work is here employed.

Hugh T Macnab


SONG.

THE OLD ASH TREE.
Lennox Herald, April 1878

It was the time when fields are green


And wild flowers are in bloom;

And linnets pipe their song at e'en,


Among the yellow broom:

Along the Leven side I strayed,


With heart so light and free,

And there I spied a pretty maid


Beneath an old ash tree.

Beside the Leven's murm'ring stream,


She culled the fairest flowers

From 'mong the grass so fresh and green


Near to the ashen bowers;

And with them decked her golden hair


And happy seemed to be,

For, to herself, she hummed an air,


Beneath the old ash tree.

I walked up to that pretty maid,


And knelt down by her side;

Then promises of love I made,


And begged she'd be my bride.

And there, upon the grass so green,


Her hand she gave to me,

Beside the Leven's murm'ring stream,


And 'neath the old ash tree.

Alexandria, April, 1878


SONG.

THE PAPPERT WELL.

Lennox Herald 31/8/1878

O HOW I love on simmer nichts


To roam upon the braes;

Tae see the wee birds tak’ their flichts,


And hear their merry lays;

Their gladness, whiles it gars me greet,


When I am by mysel’,

List'ning to their music sweet,


Beside the Pappert Well.

At nicht when balmy breezes blaw


And wild flowers scent the air,

And a’ aroond is looking braw,


Tho’ I am sad and sair,

Wi’ weary limbs I speel the brae,


And prood am I tae tell,

I’m happy as the birds in May


When at the Pappert Well.

Mony a happy nicht I’ve spent


Up there abune Bonhill;

I’ve sat and sang, wi’ heart content,


Upon the Pappert Hill;

And when the evenings mantle grey


O'erspread both hill and dell,

I then was laith tae leave my seat


Beside the Pappert Well.

56 Random Street, Alexandria


THE NURSEMAIDS SOLILOQUY
- Weekly News 1878

Oh this is weary wark o' mine

The warst I've had yet o' the kind;

I'm roasted oot my very mind


Wi' nursin' weans;

And maister aye on me does shine,


And curse my banes.

Oh, that his place I e'er had seen

That in my name I yet had been—

There wi' my mother on the green,


A bleaching claes,

Where I was happy as a queen,


In youthful days.

When livin' wi my parents dear, 

I thoucht that they were too severe

On me; but noo I see quite clear


Twas for my guid;

Tho' then I gi’ed nor heed or ear


To what they said.

But, Oh gif I was back again

In the auld hoose beside the lane,

There, wi' my parents and my ain,


Content I'd be;

And on this earth there would be nane


Sae fond as me.


WELCOME TO SPRING

- Weekly News 1878

Blithe Nature now is all astir;

The birds are building on the fir,

And on the thorn they gaily sing

A welcome to the merry Spring.

The lab'ring swains now daily go

To dress the land, with spade and hoe;

With grateful hearts they sing

A welcome to the merry Spring.

The grass is springing fresh and green

And wild flowers here and there are seen;

From flower to flower the wild bees sing

A welcome to the merry Spring.

The cuckoo has come back again,

With weary wing, across the main,

And with his voice the forests ring,

A welcome to the merry Spring.



MY OVERCOAT
- Weekly News 8/2/1879

My freen', my auld, my faithful freen’,

Mony an up and doon we've seen

Since first we met; but noo, I fear,

Oor friendship's end is drawin near.

When first we met you looked sae fine;

But ere that I could ca' thee mine,

I had to pay, in siller white,

Your value to the draper wight.

Since then six years have come and gane,

And 'gainst the shooers o’ wattin' rain,

And winter's frosty winds sae keen,

My shield and shelter thou hast been.

And when to market or to fair

I went, I took you wi' me there;

And e'en at nicht, when gaen to woo,

I never went, freen, wantin' you.

To keep you weel I took gude care,

But noo you've grown baith thin and bare;

You ance were black, but noo you're broon,

And patched and darned a' roon' a' roon.

My comrades, too, they laugh at me

For wearin' sic a coat as thee;

But for their laugh and what they say

I dinna care a single strae.

But we must part; yes, come what may,

Oor freen'ship ends this very day;

And when we part, may't be my lot

To get as gude and cheap a coat.



GOD BLESS THE PUIR,

- Weekly Mail 15/3/1879

Yon dark'nin cloud hides frae oor view

The wide expanse o' sky sae blue,

An lood an' cauld the win' sweeps thro'


Fair Leven's vale,

An' trees an' hedge raws crack an' boo


Before the gale.

An' keen its blast is felt, I'm share,

Among the folk that's ca'd the puir;

An' much will be their grief an' care, 


An’ great their pains,

In gettin' but a humble fare


For their wee weans.

Since first I look'd on grass-blade green,

A time like this I've never seen,

Where‑e'er you gang or turn your een,


There's idle men

That for to keep in life, I ween,


Maun mak a fen. 

An' oh! my freens, it gars me greet,

When shiverin' cauld wee weans I meet

Upon the rough an' staney street


Wi' their feet bare,

That frae the cauld ha'e nae retreat—


God bless the puir!

Hunners in Scotland just the noo

Hae naething got to fill their mou',

That for to keep in life gae throo


An' seek their breid;

While ithers hae't an' gies't tae few,


Sae great's their greed.

An' oh, may Him that cares for a',

An marks the little sparrow's fa',

An gie's us every breath we draw


O' caller air,

Look doon upon the puir folk a'


An' hear their prayer.



CARMAN’S BONNY BRAES

- Dumbarton Herald 23/4/1879

I love to roam through Leven's vale,

Near Leven's limpid stream,

When flower's sweet perfume scent the gale,—

In fancy there to dream;

But when I'm gaun to woo at e’en,

Beneath the pale moon's rays,

I love to wander wi' my Jean

On Carman's bonny braes.

O up on Carman's bonny braes,

Where fair the heather grows,

And linties sweetly sing their lays

Amang the purpled knowes,

I love to spend an hour or twa

Upon a surmner's e'en;

And happily they pass awa'

When courtin' wi' my Jean.

A-roamin' ower the bonny braes

Wi' Jeanie, han' in han'.

Listenin' to the linties' lays,

And daffin' while we're gaun;

Or sittin' on the verdant grass,

Thinking 'boot comin' days;

O happily the evenin's pass

When courtin' on the braes!

I've happy been in Leven's vale,

At a' times o' the year,

When breathin' out loves tender tale

Into my lassie's ear;

But oh, far happier I've been

Where linties sing their lays,

Amang the heather wi' my Jean,

On Carman's bonny braes!


SONNET

TO THE SNOWDROP

- Weekly News 3/5/1879

O, welcome, thou fair herald of the Spring

Pale harbinger of all the lovely flowers

That soon will bud and bloom within the bowers

Where Nature's sweet-voiced choir doth freely sing.

O, what a world of joy to man you bring,

When all the country round is bleak and bare;

When piercing chill's the frosty winter air;

Man's hopes beat
high when he doth see thee fling

Thy snow-white blossoms 'bove the frozen sod.

The children too, as home from school they plod,

Rejoice to see thy drooping head again,

And dance around thee in a merry ring;

For well they know that all the vernal train

Will follow thee, thou herald of the Spring!

TO A PRIMROSE
- Weekly Mail 26/6/1879

Thou floweret fair, while thus on thee I gaze,

My mem'ry wanders back, as in a dream,

Through many years to childhood's happy days,

When I was fain to sport beside the stream

That past our cottage door did glide and gleam.

Again among the happy haunts of yore,

With step as light, and heart as fond as e er,

I wander with companions old and dear,

And gather yellow primroses once more

From 'mong the grass near to the streamlet shore.

I hear the speckled thrush on yonder thorn

A pouring forth his carol just as free

And sweet and trilling as in life's young morn.

But Oh! sweet flower, thou'rt fairer now to me


SUMMER'S COME AGAIN- Weekly News 31/5/1879

Unclouded are the heavens blue,

Not e'en
a streak of white or yellow


Can I descry


With naked eye

In all the wild expanse above,

Where Phoebus to his order true

Pours forth his warm rays, golden, mellow,

To quicken earth; so let us rove

O'er rugged height or level plain.


Flowers are springing,


Birds are singing;

The balmy summer's come again.

O, come let us roam through the dell,

Where the clear little streamlet flows free


O'er pebbles white


In wild delight,

And singeth its journey along;

For on its green banks the blue bell

And sweet flowers of the fairest we'll see;

There, love, let's rest fair flowers among,

And list
to the gladdening strain


Of larks winging


High, and singing

The ba1my summer's come again.
Adown the dell, love, where of yore

We spent our summer time in wooing,


Like one sweet dream


Beside the stream,

And 'neath the honeysuckle bowers.

Come, let us to the dell once more,

To hear the wild dove fondly cooing

Unto his
mate, and gather flowers

From off the flower-bespangled plain;


And let us sing


To nature's King,

For balmy summer's come again.

A SANG FOR HAME, SWEET HAME.

I’ll sing ’bout dear auld Scotland, lads,


My ain, my native hame;

There heather croons the mountain’s brow,


And blur bells deck the plain.

The land where Wallace and the Bruce,


With valliant hearts and true,

For freedom’s cause and Scotland’s laws


Their swords in battle drew.

Of a’ the lands that’s ’neath the sun,


Auld Scotland’s dear to me;

There thistles grew on ilka knowe,


And in the breeze wave free;

And beauty reigns on every han’,


Tho’ wild the scen’ry lie,

And nature fair wi’ flow’rets rare,


Bedeck the mountains high.

Cauld is the heart that winna sing


A sang for hame sweet hame,

For tho’ I be far o’er the sea,

I love it still the same.

In Scotland, dear auld Scotland, lads,

My heart shall ever be,

And in her praise a song I’ll raise,


E’en till the day I dee.

J. M‘N., jun

Alexandria

Dumbarton Herald, January 25, 1879.

THE LENNOX HERALD

HAIL! Lennox Herald, thou hast been

Far many years my constant freen,

And Aye when’t comes to friday nicht

O’ thee I long to get a sicht.

For news ’boot hame and far awa’

There is nae weekly I e’er saw

That gi’es it aye sae plain and true,

As my Dumbarton freen and you.

And thro’ your stories a’, I ween,

There’s aye a moral to be seen,

Amang the pictures drawn sae gran’,

And coloured weel wi’ master han’.

’Mang your varieties, sae rare,

I love to peep when fu’ o’ care;

For there the wit that sparkles free

Oft drives dull care awa’ frae me.

But in the Lennox there’s a nook

I ever ready am to look;

’Tis where in sangs and poems fine

Poets and poetesses shine.

And chiels that do a story lo’e,

Or e’en a sang, can have it noo;

If in a search of such there’s any,

But the Lennox, price a’e penny!

James M‘nab, jun.

26 Random Street, Alexandria.

Dumbarton Herald, February 8, 1879.

FU’ AFT IN THE GLOAMIN’.


Fu’ aft in the gloamin’


Ha’e I gane aroamin’

Amang the broon heather that grows on Carman,


When lav’rocks were singin’


An’ heaven-wards wingin’,

An’ nature wi’ fair flow’rs was deckin’ the lan’.


Though toil worn an’ weary,


Or dooncast an’ eerie,

Or sorrow environed me a’ roun’ an roun’


My sorrow an’ sadness,


Aye changed into gladness,

When ’mang the broon heather I sat mysel doun.


Amang’ the broon heather,


Whaur thocht has nae tether;
An’ fancy can run back through days that are gane;


The auld Covenanters,


In a’ their adventures,

I’ve seen aft when ’mang the broon heather alane.


Amang the broon heather,


They gathered thegither,

Tae worship their God, baith in spirit an’ truth;


For which through the alleys,


The woodlands an’ valleys,

Like prey they were chased frae the north tae the south.


Twas freedom they wanted,


An’ brave an’ undaunted,

They bore the vile stroke o’ the tyrant’s dire rod;


Wi’ heart-felt emotion,


An’ deepest devotion,

They focht for, an’ gained, a’ the richts we noo haud.


That’s how in the gloamin’,


I lov’d tae gang roamin’

On the braes o’ Carman, whaur heather grows broon;


In fancy tae wander— 


Or thocht deep tae ponder—

Free frae a’ the bustle an’ noise o’ the toon.


An’ while the broon wreathin’,


O’ heather is breathin’

It’s sweet scented perfume on ilk win’ that blaws


If up frae the valley


I’m able tae sally,

Fu’ aft there I’ll roam yet on life’s gloamin’ fa’s.

Renton

POETRY

WHISTLE, BONNIE BIRD!

O WHISTLE, whistle, bonnie bird,


That sang aga’n tae me,

While here I sit and muse alane


’Aneath this birken tree;

I love tae hear your carols sweet,


They thrill my inmost core,

An’ to my mem’ry bring again


“The happy days of yore.”

O whistle, whistle, bonnie bird


Anither note or twa,

I’lk ane brings faces back tae me


That long are far awa’.

Again I see my youthfu’ freens,


An’ hear the burnie’s roar,

While to the sea it onward glides,


Apast our cottage door.

O whistle, whistle, bonnie bird,


Sing oot your sang o’ glee,

For O! I ween it sweeter noo


Than what it used tae be,

When I was but a laddie young,


An’ speeled the mountain’s broo,

I’ve aften listened tae your sang,


But, oh, its sweeter noo.

O whistle, whistle, bonnie bird,


Your sang o’ freedom sing,

An’ may the hills, and leafy shaws,


Lang wi’ your carols ring.

When I was dowie aft, an’ sad,


Your sweet an’ soothin’ lays

Hae lifted me, an' made me glad,


Wi’ dreams o’ youthfu’ days.

Renton. 1880.

TO A MOUSE

The following was written on a mouse that appeared at the Renton Gaelic Mission prayer meeting, on Wednesday night, 19th August, 1891:—

YES, come, an’ welcome, wee broon beastie,

An’ ’mang oor feet in safety feast thee,

Nip up ilk crumb aroon noo, haste thee,


Wee blithesome thing;

Nae frichtit heart throbs in thy breastie,


While ’boot ye spring.

Thocht thee that thou a treat wert missin’,

An’ jist come oot tae jink an’ listen,

An’ share wi’ us a’ in the blessin’


O’ cousel guid.

An’ hear us plead for sin distressin’


The precious bluid.

Or came thee oot o’ pure diversion,

Fu’ satisfied nae foul aspersion

We’d fling at thee, or by immersion


Chill oot thy life?

If sae, thou’rt safe; nae sic perversion


’Mang us is rife.

Bit aiblins thou h’ae come aspyin’,

Tae see whaur a’ oor strength is lyin’,

Then tae oor faes aff thou’lt be hiein’


Tae tell the tale;

The Lord’s oor strength, there’s nae use tryin’—


Truth maun prevail!

I ken na, bonnie blithesome beastie,

What’s noo within thy tender breastie;

Bit ’mang us here fu’ freely feast thee,


An happy be;

Thou’rt jist as safe noo’s in thy nestie,


’Pon th’ elder’s knee.

Oor minister micht ne’er determine

That he alane would preach a sermon

Tae help us sin o’ ’ts power disarmin’,


That waefu’ bane,

Whilk spreads ower a’ wi’ speed alarmin’,


An’ leaves its stain.

Bit on the scene, withoot a swither,

Thou’st jumpit oot jist like a brither,

An’s weel’s oor pastor preached anither


On fearless faith;

An’ we, I ween, ha’e a’ thegither


Been pleased wi’ baith.

Oh, that a’ had sic faith in heaven

As untae thee ’mang us is given,

Tae lead them bit tae touch the livin’


An’ mighty God;

In fewer sections we’d be riven


An’ spread abroad.

Noo, bonnie, blithesome, wee broon moosie,

Thou need nae fear thy fell fae, pussy,

While jinkin’ roon aboot this hoose, sae


Trig an’ canty;

Sae mak’ the best o’t—sit an’ spruce thee,


Or weel rant thee.

I noo maun thank thee maist sincerely

For tellin’ oot thy sermon clearly—

Nae like the hum-drums wha fu’ drear’ly


Ootgar their spin,

While a’ the folk they yaun sae wear’ly,


An’ wish them din.

Though bit a moose, thou wert na frichtit

When on the platform thou’dst alichtit,

An’ minus notes, thy work gaed richt tae’t,


In spirits gay;

If wise, thy faith we ne’er will slicht it


By nicht or day.

Deloraine Place

9 Alexander Street, Renton

Dumbarton Herald, September, 1891.

THE TOOTHACHE.

OH! what am I tae dae ava?


My heid is maist turned outside in,

Wi’ wild pains shootin’ through my jaw,


An’ gouppin’ in my verra chin.

Tae sit an’ read, my min’ tae feed,


In peace I canna spen’ an hour—

My conscience! noo wi’ lichtnin’s speed


It flings it’s darts wi’ fiendish power.

Yestreen, I scarcely bent an e’e


Until the nicht was nearly gane,

An’ wearily the hours did flee,


While I was sairly racked wi’ pain;

Worn oot, at last my tossing ceased,

An’ slumber sweet my eyelids closed,

Thus, for the time, from pain released,

Till mornin’s dawn I snugly dosed.

At last, the tramp o’ anxious men,


Gaun oot tae face the toils o’ day,

Fu’ quickly woke me up again,

Alas! tae pain an’ misery.

An’ sae, wi’ wild electric thrills,

My jaw’s been stung the hale day through,

Nor brought relief tinctures or pills—

I’ll get it drawn, but—oh! that screw!

But what tooth wad the doctor pu’?

For ane as bad’s the ither aches;

An’ if he’d draw a’ in my mou’,

I couldna eat oor scones or cakes.

But langer noo I canna thole

Excruciatin’ pain like this;

I’ll gang, an’ if he draws the whole

O’ them, ’twill bring hereafter bliss.

Deloraine Place, Renton

Dumbarton Herald, February, 1896.

THE WIND STORM.

LIST! oh list to the wild wind’s wail,

As it sweeps in fury o’er hill and dale,

Leaving wreck and ruin to mark its trail.

Hark! how it yells ’mong the mighty oaks,

While their arms are tossed in convulsive shocks,

Yet they stand as firm as the granite rocks.

Now rushing along in its mad career—

Scattering chimney-pots far and near;

What recks it though town’s folk are filled with fear?

List! oh list, to its maddening roar,

As it hurls the waves far up the shore;

E’en shivering to matchwood both boat and oar!

The merchant ship, with her burden big,

from lands afar, all trim and trig,

It tosses about like a whirligig.

No one the wrath of the wind may know—

Like the mariner brave, ’tis his direst foe;

But he braves it or sinks, singing ho! he! ho!

Such be the motto for you and me,

’Mid the winds that blow over life’s rough sea,

For the end in view—death or victory.

Deloraine Place, Renton.

Lennox Herald, November, 1896.

LICHTSOME LASSIE.

LOVELY, laughin’, lichtsome lassie,


Happy rinnin’ oot an’ in,

Merry as a cricket singin’,


Happiest mid roar an’ din.

Mang the pots an’ pans what duntin’


Ye hae ilka ither day;

For the blacklead brushes huntin’,


Jist tae mak a’ things look gay.

Noo yer busy boilin’ tatties,


Wi’ a basket for a pat,

An’ a fire that nane ower hot is—


A stool, feet upmost, serves for that.

Next, yer fechtin’ wi’ the laddies


For their pencils or their pens,

An’ yer in the hauble happy,


Claimin’ a’ their odds an’ en’s.

Yet, when evenin’s dusky shadow


Curtains oot declinin’ day,

Your as fain tae kiss us kindly,


An’ your simple prayer tae say.

But, when in amang the blankets


Ye fu cosy cuddle doon,

Though the worl’ gangs tapsalteerie,

Ye’ve sweet dreams while sleepin’ soun’.

Deloraine, Renton
Dumbarton Herald, October, 1898.

