Sir Patrick Spens
A celebrated Scottish ballad-poem, probably of the 16th century origin, and thought to commemorate more than one tale of loyal sailors who died at sea in the service of the Stuart Kings of Scotland. Traffic between Scotland, Denmark and Norway was so heavy in that period that events of the kind told in this ballad had numerous occasions to occur. It is probably better regarded as a generic celebration of faithful service and self-sacrifice and, as such, it transmits a strong message to the Scottish mind. The question whether the King deserves such loyalty is left open in the ballad. 


Sir Patrick Spens: A Commentary – adapted from the poetry column by Carol Rumens in The Guardian (15 March 2015)



The king sits in Dumferling town
    Drinking the bluid-red wine:
‘O whar will I get a guid sailor
    To sail this ship of mine?’ 

Up and spak an eldern knicht,
    Sat at the king’s richt knee:
‘Sir Patrick Spens is the best sailor
    That sails upon the sea.’ 

The king has written a braid letter
    And signed it wi’ his hand,
And sent it to Sir Patrick Spens,
    Was walking on the sand. 

The first line that Sir Patrick read
    A loud lauch lauched he;
The next line that Sir Patrick read,
    The tear blinded his ee. 

‘O wha is this has done this deed,
    This ill deed done to me,
To send me out this time o’the year,
    To sail upon the sea? 

‘Mak haste, mak haste, my mirry men all,
    Our guid ship sails the morn.’
‘O say na sae, my master dear,
    For I fear a deadly storm.’ 

‘Late, late yestre’en I saw the new moon
    Wi’ the old moon in his arm,
And I fear, I fear, my dear master,
    That we will come to harm.’ 



O our Scots nobles were richt laith
    To weet their cork-heeled shoon,
But lang or a’ the play were played
    Their hats they swam aboon. 

O lang, lang may their ladies sit,
    Wi’ their fans into their hand,
Or ere they see Sir Patrick Spens
    Come sailing to the land. 

O lang, lang may the ladies stand
    Wi’ their gold kems in their hair,
Waiting for their ain dear lords,
    For they’ll never see them mair. 

Half o’er, half o’er to Aberdour
    It’s fifty fathoms deep,
And there lies guid Sir Patrick Spens
    Wi’ the Scots lords at his feet.














“Sir Patrick Spens” is an anonymous ballad of 14th century Scottish origin—a land where the French-derived ballad-genre has flourished as a medium of popular entertainment, often enshrining rebellious sentiments, from that time up to the present day. There are dozens of variants upon it in anthologies made by collectors such as Allan Ramsay, Thomas Percy and F.W. Child, as well as others of more recent times which reflect later corruptions and changes to suit modern audiences in pubs and clubs and homes. 
The version given here combines a minimal exposition of the narrative details with a clear eye for significant details through which the events and their probably interpretation are conveyed. It is this spareness of detail which ensures that ballads are generally stable over centuries and suffer less alteration than a less pared-down version might. In other versions you can find added detail about mermaids or squabbles on board, with details about bolts of silk being used to stuff the holes in the side of Sir Patrick’s ill-fated ship as the water started rushing in. 
First recorded by Percy in the 18th century, the ballad is said to describe an incident which occurred in five centuries before. Sir Patrick himself, though probably an invention—who nevertheless has a grave on the isle of the Scottish isle of Papa Stronsey—emerges as a credible, big-hearted sort of man. We first meet him in close-up, reading the King’s “braid [broad] letter” in the wonderfully-imagined fourth verse. His reaction is described by means of a typical ballad convention based on “first he / then he”, and so on. First he laughs aloud at the hopelessness of the king’s request—for he knows a storm is brewing—and then he weeps because he knows that, as a servant of the King, he has no choice but to obey. 
The ballad then moves on swiftly from Sir Patrick’s next act: to instruct his faithful crew of mariners to prepare to sail. What follows is a hurried dialogue which is treated variously in the recorded versions. Here the narrator doesn’t state the identity of the other speaker, though in some he’s “a pretty boy” and in others an old man. In any event, the words spoken by him underscore the danger represented by the weather forecast for the period in question. (Presumably the sailors are reading the hints they can see in the sky.) It’s also possible that, in its original form, the dialogue was a soliloquy on the part of Sir Patrick, or else a conversation with the King (“my master”). It is also possible, though unlikely, that he conducts such a dialogue in his own head—but that would be a very modern method for such an old poem. 
After that, you might expect a slow build-up to the shipwreck. Instead, we get another “first/next” narrative with compelling snap-shots of the voyage. Firstly, there are the ridiculous nobles fussing over their clothes which they are “right laith [loath/unwilling]” to spoil as the ship begins to fill with water. Then there is a cinematic cut to the image of their hats which “swim aboon” on the sea—clearly all that remains of the captain’s upper-class guests. Is there a suggestion here that that they got what they deserved? Perhaps so. Yet, having struck that satiric note, the narrative tone quickly shifts to sorrow and commiseration. There is an almost keening note in the two stanzas beginning “O lang, lang …” In a sense, all ship-wrecks are tragedies and all tragedies the same because they involve the loss of human life, often in large numbers.
Ballads are about commonplace human stories writ large. The past they inhabit is a strange and shadowy country, haunted by violence and death. They sing in ancient measures and stir primitive emotions but this one seems also to possess a strange modernity of its own. This is perhaps due to the absence of the traditional refrain but equally to its shorthand style, so like our own preference for condensed images and ideas. At the same time it is an ancient poem in its moral burden: Kings and politicians should pay heed to the know-how of their servants even if those servants are willing to go to their deaths rather than to show disloyalty to their master. In this sense, “Sir Patrick Spens” lives on at the cross-roads between loyalty and rebellion in the Scottish mind



