The Cone Gatherers

Chapter 7 

In this chapter, Calum and Neil go into Lendrick for the day. The main development here is the respect shown towards the cone gatherers by the people of Lendrick. This contrasts with the lack of respect shown by Duror and Lady Runcie-Campbell. Jenkins therefore develops the readers’ sympathies for Calum and Neil.

The chapter opens with Neil’s feelings about the way they have been treated by the Lady after the deer drive. He feels angry and humiliated, and is unable to stop himself being angry towards Calum. When Calum tears off a broken bit of branch by accident, Neil rages that ‘the likes of you and me have got to help it, when our betters tell us.’ Calum’s pitiful attempts to make amends with the deer herd drive Neil to anger, too, as he sees himself trapped between two different worlds – the world of the Runcie-Campbells and the world of nature. Neil doesn’t know where he belongs, reinforcing our understanding of the cone gatherers’ isolation and vulnerability.

In Lendrick, the men are treated with kindness and compassion wherever they go. Neil imagines a metaphorical sun in people’s minds which warms his heart and helps him to forget the way they are treated in the wood. His love for his brother is reinforced when, feeling ‘relieved, cleansed and buoyant’ he knows ‘with a pang of pride and amazement’ that Calum must feel that good ‘nearly all the time.’ Calum’s love and loyalty for Neil is suggested by his buying Neil a new pipe, which ‘he would give to Neil later as a surprise.’

At the end of the chapter, Calum and Neil meet the Runcie-Campbell car. Neil is determined to hold their heads high and walk past, but Roderick greets them ‘cheerfully.’ His mother is astonished by his behaviour. In a poignant reminder of the cone gatherers’ humility – both learned and natural – Neil’s ideas of having the composure and bearing of a sea captain – his secret wish – shatters in the face of his ‘betters’ and he pays the respect expected of him.

‘Neil’s dignity and composure, proper to a sea captain, crumbled into the abjectness of a peasant. He fumbled at his cap.

‘Good evening,’ he mumbled, and could not prevent himself adding, ‘sir.’’

His reality is cruelly set against his secret desires, and we are reminded of his wretched position as a common labourer, humiliated and apologetic when faced with the Runcie-Campbells.

