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Chapter 1
The Balance Fish

On 26th July, 1864, a luxury yacht was
steaming along the North Channel before a
north east wind. The British Flag was floating
from her gaff: from her mainmast flew a blue
pendant, with the initials ‘E.G.’ embroidered
in gold, and surmounted by an earl’s coronet.
She was called the Duncan; she belonged to
Lord Glenarvan, one of the sixteen Scottish
peers who sit in the House of Lords, and a dis-
tinguished member of the Royal Thames Yacht
Club.

Lord Edward Glenarvan was on board with
his young wife, Lady Helena, and his cousin
Major MacNabbs.

The Duncan had only just been built, and
was making a trial trip beyond the Firth of
Clyde; and as she was heading for Glasgow and
the Isle of Arran was coming into sight on the
horizon, the sailor on the look-out pointed to
an enormous fish in the yacht’s wake. The cap-
tain, John Mangles, told Lord Edward, who
Wwent on the poop with Major MacNabbs, and
asked the captain what he thought the animal
was.

‘I think it's a very fine shark.’
‘A shark here!’ cried Gienarvan.

‘There’s no doubt about it,’ said the cap-

tain; ‘the “balance fish™ as that animal is
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called, is found at every latitude. If your lord-
ship agrees we can show Lady Glenarvan an un-
usual catch.’

‘What do you think, MacNabbs?’ Lord Gle-
narvan asked the major, ‘shall we try to catch
it?’

*If you like' the major answered quietly.

‘They're noxious creatures, and they ought
to be exterminated, your lordship.’

‘Then exterminate that one, Mangles.’

Lord Glenarvan asked Lady Helena to join
him on the poop, to witness the operation. The
sea was calm enough to show all the evolutions
of the shark, as it plunged and swam about
with vigour. The captain gave his orders, and
the sailors threw over the starboard bulwarks a
strong cord, bearing a hook baited with a thick
piece of bacon. Although the shark was still
fifty yards off, it could smell the bait, and it
rapidly approached the yacht. Its fins — black
with grey tips — beat the water violently, while
its tail kept it on a perfectly straight course.

As it advanced, its large prominent eyes
seemed to be inflamed by greed, and its yawn-
ing jaws showed a quadruple row of teeth. Its
head was wide, and looked like that of a ham-
mer, with its handle: the captain had not been
mistaken in assigning it to the most voracious
family of dog-fish. It was soon within reach of
the bait, and, turning on its back to seize this
more easily, it gulped it down; then the sailors
hauled it in. The fish struggled violently as it
was lifted out of its natural element, and they
had to throw a cord with a running knot round
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its tatl to restrain its movements. A few min-
utes later and it was on the deck. Then one of
the sailors approached cautiously and cut off its
tail at one blow.

As the greed of these animals is well known it
is the sailors’ custom, when they get hold of
one, to cut it open to see what it has swal-
lowed. Lady Glenarvan hurried away to her
cabin whilst the shark, which was still breath-
ing, was cut up. It was ten feet long, and
weighed more than 600 Ibs. The bait had
reached the stomach, which was otherwise
quite empty; the animal had evidently been
fasting a long time, and the disappointed sailors
were going to throw its remains into the sea
when the boatswain noticed some object solidly
fixed to the stomach-wall.

‘What's that?’ he cried.

‘Well, it’s a piece of rock the beast has swal-
lowed for want of something better,’ one of
the sailors told him.

‘Why, you fools,’ exclaimed Tom Austin,
the first mate, ‘don’t you see he’s such a
drunkard that he’s swallowed bottle and all?’

‘What!’ Lord Glenarvan exciaimed °the

shark’s got a bottle in its stomach?’

‘Yes, '

see it didn’t come from the cellar.’

the boatswain replied. ‘But you can

‘Well, Tom,” Lord Edward told him, ‘take
it out carefully; bottles found in the sea often
contain valuable papers.’
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