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Perspectives of Tradition and Innovation in “The Highwayman”
—Alfred Noyes’ Gothic Outlaw Ballad—

Makiko MIYAHARA
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2% The Lady of Shalott (Alfred, Lord Tennyson, 1809-92)

1547 The Highwayman (Alfred Noyes, 1880-1958)

2317 Sea-Fever (John Masefield, 1878-1967)

2747 Cargoes (John Masefield, 1878-1967)

2817 Jabberwocky (Lewis Carroll, 1832-98)

291 The Rime of the Ancient Mariner (S. T. Coleridge, 1772-1834)

5447 The Ballad of Reading Gaol (Oscar Wilde, 1854-1900)

591 A Red, Red Rose (Robert Burns, 1759-96)

7441 The Charge of the Light Brigade (Alfred, Lord Tennyson, 1809-92)
8841 The Ruined Maid (Thomas Hardy, 1840-1928)
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Mr. Alfred Noyes (born 1880) is a refreshingly true lyric poet and balladist, and Mr. John Mase-
field has daringly enlarged the field of poetry by frank but very sincere treatment of extremely

realistic subjects. But none of these authors can yet be termed great.”
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a poet who has lent himself to no vagaries of the moment, but has been content to develop the
great tradition of the great poets who have made the English language the vehicle of the
world’s richest body of poetry*
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The wind was a torrent of darkness among the gusty trees.
The moon was a ghostly galleon tossed upon cloudy seas.
The road was a ribbon of moonlight over the purple moor,
And the highwayman came riding —
Riding — riding —
The highwayman came riding, up to the old inn-door. (Part 1, st. 1)’
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He'd a French cocked-hat on his forehead, a bunch of lace at his chin,
A coat of the claret velvet, and breeches of brown doe-skin.
They fitted with never a wrinkle. His boots were up to the thigh.
And he rode with a jewelled twinkle,

His pistol butts a-twinkle,
His rapier hilt a—twinkle, under the jewelled sky. (Part 1, st. 2)
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Duval continues as a hero of Boys’ Own historical adventures, gallantly saluting his victims in
his fine brocade and three-cornered hat while astride a magnificent steed. This is also the image
of the highwayman represented in Alfred Noyes' nineteenth-century poem ‘The Highwayman’,
with its moonlit night, moor, old inn door and other accoutrements of romance. The romantic
highwayman has continued to interest producers and purveyors of popular fictions in the twen-
tieth century. A number of feature films based on the highwayman as hero have been released,

and the highwayman has featured strongly in certain genres of juvenile literature.’
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A cocked hat was placed in a very dégagée manner under his [Dick’s] arm, and he held an ebony
cane in his hand, very much in the style of a “fassionable,” as the French have it, of the present
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day.
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When a boy, I have often lingered by the side of the deep old road where this robbery [Dick
Turpin] was committed, to cast wistful glances into its mysterious windings; and when night
deepened the shadows of the trees, have urged my horse on his journey, from a vague appre-

hension of a visit from the ghostly highwayman.”
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Over the cobbles he clattered and clashed in the dark inn-yard.
He tapped with his whip on the shutters, but all was locked and barred.
He whistled a tune to the window, and who should be waiting there
But the landlord’s black-eyed daughter,

Bess, the landlord’s daughter,
Plaiting a dark red love-knot into her long black hair. (Part 1, st. 3)
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But fate darkens o'er me, despair is my lot,
The law does pursue me through a cock that I shot;
To save me, poor brute, thou didst do thy best,

Thou art worn out and weary, my poor Black Bess. (Il. 21-24)"
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“Hurrah!” shouted Dick; but his voice was hushed. Bess tottered—fell. There was a dreadful
gasp—a parting moan—a snort; her eye gazed, for an instant, upon her master, with a dying
glare; then grew glassy, rayless, fixed. A shiver ran through her frame. Her heart had
burst . ... “And art thou gone, Bess?” cried he [Dick], in a voice of agony, lifting up his courser’s

head, and kissing her lips, covered with blood-flecked foam.”
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He rose upright in the stirrups. He scarce could reach her hand,
But she loosened her hair in the casement. His face burnt like a brand
As the black cascade of perfume came tumbling over his breast;
And he kissed its waves in the moonlight,
(Oh, sweet black waves in the moonlight!)

Then he tugged at his rein in the moonlight, and galloped away to the west. (Part 1, st. 6)
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(To one, it is ten years of years.
... Yet now, and in this place,
Surely she leaned o'er me—her hair
Fell all about my face. ...
Nothing: the autumn-fall of leaves.

The whole year sets apace.) (D. G. Rossetti, “The Blessed Damozel”, 1. 19-24)"
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His lips were firm; he tried once more

To touch her lips; she reach’d out, sore



And vain desire so tortured them,
The poor grey lips, and now the hem

Of his sleeve brush’d them. (W. Morris, “The Haystack in the Floods”, 1l. 132-36)"®
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She twisted her hands behind her; but all the knots held good!
She writhed her hands till her fingers were wet with sweat or blood!
They stretched and strained in the darkness, and the hours crawled by like years,
Till, now, on the stroke of midnight,
Cold, on the stroke of midnight,
The tip of one finger touched it! The trigger at least was hers! (Part 1, st. 10)
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Tlot-tlot; tlot-tlot! Had they heard it? The horse-hoofs ringing clear;
Tlot-tlot, tlot-tlot, in the distance? Were they deaf that they did not hear? (Part 2, st. 6, 1. 1-2)

r;?{-\

O OEN. ke R 2 EF s, NAIMEZ0RY . HSORIZSNTSNRET A



TNVOE|E &% &, ZOHF TEANIEREYMOE L, TOFE T VARG E ZH Lk
BERLDPUECTEADPALZZ EZMY), BYFEVRES>TELEIAZFLHZ Tz EL b1
Lo TBLBEND, BAZLOEPNLEANT v FIZBE L H Do Mo IIERMEWIZLE
B2, HEVITAGRER /TR ERD ., BRERT, /A XDONT Y FROHEEHSD—21%,
ZFABBN L DORBEOBR LN TRED 2EIZHD LT R 5.

And still of a winter’s night, they say, when the wind is in the trees,
When the moon is a ghostly galleon tossed upon cloudy seas,
When the road is a ribbon of moonlight over the purple moor,
A highwayman comes riding —
Riding — riding —

A highwayman comes riding, up to the old inn-door.

Owver the cobbles he clatters and clangs in the dark inn-yard.
He taps with his whip on the shutters, but all is locked and barred.
He whistles a tune to the window, and who should be waiting there
But the landlord’s black-eved daughter,
Bess, the landlord’s daughter,
Plaiting a dark red love-knot into her long black hair. (Part 2, sts. 10 & 11)
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The Highwayman has not only made the most popular appeal of all his ballads, but has been de-
scribed by a competent critic as being the best narrative poem in existence for oral delivery—

it even “gets across” through the lips of an indifferent reciter.”
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3. Robert Huntington Fletcher, A History of English Literature (HardPress Publishing, 2010) 330.
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6. T=AYDOFERDS DT X4 T Christopher Ricks ed., Tennyson: A Selected Edition (U of Califor-
nia Press, 1989) 121K % .

7. Alfred Noyes 121.

8. Graham Seal, The Outlaw Legend: A Cultural Tradition in Britain, America and Australia (CUP,
1996) 52.

9. William Harrison Ainsworth, Rookwood (Kindle, 2012) 282.

10. Rookwood 23.
11. The Outlaw Legend 61.



12. Rookwood 409.

13. Rookwood 471.

14. cf. Alfred Noyes 120-21.
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(London, 1926) 12 & %,

16. Alfred Noyes, William Morris: English Men of Letters (London, 1908) 16.

17. William Morris 67.
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20. There have of course always been stories about ghosts; however, the ‘ghost story’ itself, as understood
by literary critics, is a Romantic invention. Its prime begins, tentatively, in the 1820s, hits its stride in the
1850s, reaches its zenith between the 1880s and the outbreak of the First World War, and peters out in
the 1950s . . . (ed. and Intro. by Michael Newton, The Penguin Book of Ghost Stories From Elizabeth
Gaskell to Ambrose Bierce, 2010, xvi).
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22. Alfred Noyes, 119-20.
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Appendix
“Hollywood Highwayman”

The wind was a twenty-foot fan, sirs, blowing a gusty breeze,
The moon was a baby floodlight greening the Hollywood trees,
The road was a painted backdrop, so was the purple moor,
And the highwayman came riding —

Riding — riding —
The highwayman came riding, up to the sound-set door.

Over the cobbles he clattered (noise off by cocoanut shells)
His Wonder Horse was stamping, in the background were the belles,
He crooned a blues to the window, and who should be waiting there?
Black Bess, the landlord’s daughter

(Renamed Nell, a colonel's daughter)
Plaiting a Technicolour love-knot into her bottle-blonde hair.

“One kiss, my bonny sweetheart. Geel That’s the way I feel,
But I shall be back with the crown jewels before the end of the reel
And if they fade me early or dissolve me through the day,
Then look for me by limelight,
(5,000 watts of limelight)
T'll come to thee by limelight, though Karloff bars the way.”

He did not come in the Third Reel; he did not come in Four,
They switched on reds for sunset, with Nell posed at the door.
Then, with the theme-song blaring, the camera tracking before
A Red-Coat troop came marching —

Marching — marching —
The extras all came marching with a chorus (and encore).

There’s comedy with the landlord (with gags about being a “red”)
They also “gagged” his daughter — and tied her to the bed.
Two of them knelt at the casement, with six-guns at their side,
There was a fade-in to the window,

The gunman at that window
And Nell could see, on the backcloth, the road that ke would ride.

Tlot-tlot, in the frosty silence — a clever long-range shot.



Nearer he came and nearer, her face picked out by a spot.
Her eyes grew wide in a close-up, the mike picked up a breath,
Then her finger moved in the darkness,
A gun-flash shattered the darkness,
Shattered her breast (and a call-boy) but warned him with her death.

Back he rode like Fairbanks, his grease-paint just renewed,
The tarmac unreeling behind him and the telephoto viewed.
Blood-red were the kliegs on the scaffold, the music rose to a peak,
Then they ambushed him on the highway,

(Pianissimo for the highway)

He lay in tomato-juice on the highway as the screen slashed “All Next Week.”

And still of a winter’s night, they say, when the wind is in the trees,
When the moon is a ghostly galleon tossed upon cloudy seas,
When the road is a ribbon of moonlight — and sighs breathe o’er the air
Comes Hollywood’s “Turpin” riding

Riding — riding —
Comes Louts Hayward riding, on his Metro-Goldwyn-Mayer.

(Quoted in Two Worlds for Memory)
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