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The stories behind the artifact 

Robert Michael Ballantyne (1825-1894) was a Scottish author of mainly fiction and adventure books 

for boys (and girls)  who wrote over 90 adventure novels, often inspired by his six years with the 

Hudson's Bay Company in Canada. His works, such as The Young Fur Traders, Ungava, and the 

influential The Coral Island, blended vivid landscapes with moral and Christian themes. Ballantyne 

meticulously researched settings, popularizing Victorian boys’ adventure literature and influencing 

writers like Robert Louis Stevenson.  

On the 24th April, 1825, R.M. Ballentyne was born in Edinburgh, Scotland, to Anne Randall Scott 

Grant and Alexander Ballantyne, a newspaper editor. Between 1835 and 1837 he was educated at 

Edinburgh academy, considered the best school in the city at that time. At some point in 1841 the 

young man was employed as a clerk for the Hudson's Bay Company in Canada. In his later 

autobiographical work, Personal Reminiscences in Book-Making, Ballantyne described his life there: 

‘My comrades and I spent the greater part of our time in fur-trading with the Red Indians; doing a 

little office-work, and in much canoeing, boating, fishing, shooting, wishing, and skylarking. It was a 

"jolly" life, no doubt, while it lasted, but not elevating!’ 

‘With a winter of eight months' duration and temperature sometimes at 50 below zero of Fahrenheit, 

little to do and nothing particular to think of, time occasionally hung heavy on our hands. With a view 

to lighten it a little, I began to write long and elaborate letters to a loving mother whom I had left 

behind me in Scotland. The fact that these letters could be despatched only twice in the year was 

immaterial. Whenever I felt a touch of home-sickness, and at frequent intervals, I got out my sheet of 

the largest-sized narrow-ruled imperial paper—I think it was called "imperial" — and entered into 

spiritual intercourse with "Home." To this long-letter writing I attribute whatever small amount of 

facility in composition I may have acquired. Yet not the faintest idea of story-writing crossed the clear 

sky of my unliterary imagination. I am not conscious of having had, at that time, a love for writing in 

any form—very much the reverse!’  

He later credited his writing ability to the long letters he wrote his mother while overseas. 

After six years in Canada, he returned to Scotland, where in 1847 he spent 2 years employed as a 

clerk for the North British Railway Company, again in Edinburgh.   At the suggestion of a family friend, 

Ballantyne was to publish the letters he wrote home, in a book entitled Hudson's Bay. This was 

published in 1847. He also gave lectures in Edinburgh about his time in Canada, enlivening the talks 

by dressing up as a backwoods-man, telling dramatic stories, and showcasing a collection of 

Canadian souvenirs. 1849 was a pivotal year for Ballantyne. Not only did he, after the death of his 

sister, become fervently religious, and was elected an elder of the Free Church of Scotland; but he 

also became a junior partner at the printing-house Thomas Constable and Company. 



Thomas Constable and Co. were formed by Archibald Constable. The son of a farmer in Fife, 

Scotland, Archibald Constable developed an interest in books after visiting a local bookshop in the 

small Fife fishing port of Pittenweem. In 1788, his father arranged for him to be apprenticed to Peter 

Hill, an Edinburgh bookseller, and the fourteen-year old gradually rose to a position of trust in the 

firm, being sent out to auctions with the power to make buying decisions. Hill was not especially 

interested in antiquarian books, but Constable was and, soon after his marriage in 1795, his father-in-

law helped him set up his own business in the High Street in Edinburgh, specializing, as the sign 

above the shop read, in “Scarce Old Books.” The shop did well and in 1798 Constable ventured into 

publishing with a volume entitled Fragments of Scottish History and a collection of Doctrinal and 

Occasional Sermons by the evangelically-inclined preacher and theologian John Erskine (1721-1803). 

In 1801 the young bookseller/publisher acquired the venerable Scots Magazine, the first volume of 

which had appeared in February 1739 (it claims to be “the oldest magazine in the world still in 

publication in 2018”), and which regularly published wide-ranging articles and essays, reviews, 

poems, and current reports from all parts of the world. As its editor, he appointed the notable 

Scottish Orientalist John Leyden, who had a lively interest in Scottish poetry and was something of a 

poet himself. 

The great turning-point in the history of Constable as a publishing house occurred in November, 1802 

with the appearance of the first issue of the Edinburgh Review, which has been said to have been 

“arguably the most politically, socially, and aesthetically significant periodical in British history,” even 

if some of the early reviews in it – notably of work by Wordsworth, Coleridge, Southey, and Byron — 

were unduly provocative and ill-judged (MacKenzie, pp. 49-56). The Edinburgh Review continued in 

operation until 1929. The British writers represented or reviewed and discussed in its pages in the 

course of the nineteenth century and into the first decade of the twentieth included Matthew 

Arnold, George Borrow, Robert Burns, Lord Byron, Thomas Chatterton, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, 

William Cowper, Thomas Campbell, George Crabbe, Benjamin Disraeli, Maria Edgeworth, George 

Eliot, Edward Gibbon, Oliver Goldsmith, Thomas Gray, David Hume, Francis Hutcheson, Washington 

Irving, Samuel Johnson, Charles Lamb, James Macpherson, Thomas Moore, Amelia Opie, Alexander 

Pope, Anne Radcliffe, Thomas Reid, Samuel Richardson, William Robertson, John Ruskin, Walter 

Scott, Percy Shelley, Adam Smith, Robert Southey, Alfred Tennyson, James Thomson, Anthony 

Trollope, Horace Walpole, Thomas Warton, and William Wordsworth.  

In addition, the Edinburgh Review not only covered these major (or then popular) British poets, 

novelists, essayists, and writers on philosophy, politics, economics, and science but also great foreign 

writers, such as Alfieri, Balzac, Goethe, Alexander von Humboldt, Klopstock, Kotzebue, Lesage, 

Lessing, Marivaux, Prévost, Mme de Staël, and Voltaire. 

In 1805 Constable ventured into novel publishing with an anonymous work entitled Belville House, 

co-published with a London and a Dublin firm; The Mysterious Visitor, or Mary, the Rose of 

Cumberland by Henry Montague Cecil, co-published with Longman of London; and Adeline Mowbray, 

or The Mother and Daughter, also with Longman, by the prolific and widely read Mrs. Amelia Opie. 

Throughout the years, while a great deal of his output consisted of writings on law, science, 

medicine, travel and exploration, and theology (a fact that is easily overlooked), he continued to 

publish fiction by popular writers of the time or by writers with a Scottish connection, often in 

association with the London publisher Longman or, as of about 1820, Hurst Robinson. Among them: 

William Godwin, Mandeville. A Tale of the Seventeenth Century in England (1817), Mary 

Brunton, Emmeline (1819, with John Murray), Miss [M.G.T.] Crumpe, Isabel St. Albe; or Vice and 

Virtue. A Novel (1823), Catherine Cuthbertson (no author’s name given), The Hut and the 

Castle (1823), John Campbell Colquhoun (no author’s name given), Zoe: An Athenian Tale (1824), 



George Borrow (no name given, but with a dedication to the Scottish woman poet Joanna 

Baillie), Tales of the Wild and the Wonderful (1825), Catherine Grace Godwin (a Glasgow-born poet, 

painter, and novelist, no name given), Reine Canziani: A Tale of Modern Greece (1825), and three 

works by the successful novelist and playwright Charles Robert Maturin; Woman, or Pour et 

Contre (1818), Melmoth The Wanderer (1820, the work for which he is best known), and The 

Albigenses: A Romance (1824). 

Constable’s most significant and influential author, however, was always Sir Walter Scott. In 1802, 

Constable purchased a share in the third edition of Scott’s Minstrelsy of the Scottish Border (1802) 

and partnered with Longman of London — also for a time the London agent for the Edinburgh 

Review — in the publication of Scott’s edition of the thirteenth-century romance Sir Tristrem (1804) 

and again in that of Scott’s first significant original success, The Lay of the Last Minstrel (1805), which 

by the time it went into a fourteenth edition in 1825 had sold over 30,000 copies. In 1807 Constable 

offered Scott £1,000 in advance for his next major poem, Marmion (over 50,000 copies sold by 

1836). The following year, at Scott’s urging, Constable published – this time in partnership with John 

Murray — Quenhoo Hall: A Legendary Romance, interspersed with poems and songs, by the recently 

deceased antiquary, engraver, and author Joseph Strutt (1749-1802). The work had been edited and 

partly written by Scott, who also provided a Preface for it. 

In the wake of a critical review of Scott in the Edinburgh Review, a split occurred in 1808 between 

Constable and his most outstanding author, whereupon Scott transferred his business to the 

publishing firm of John Ballantyne & Co., for which he himself had supplied most of the capital and 

which was in fact his own venture into the publishing business. In 1813, however, a reconciliation 

took place. Ballantyne was in serious financial difficulties, and Scott approached Constable with a 

request to help out. As a result, Constable again became Scott's publisher, the condition being that 

Constable was to buy out the stock of the Ballantyne firm, which in turn was to be wound up at an 

early date. Scott was nevertheless to retain his interest in the printing business of James Ballantyne & 

Co., Robert Ballantyne’s father. 

In the years that followed, Constable put out an impressive number of Scott’s works. In 1814, 

following the renewal of his relationship with Scott, he bought the copyright of Waverley, the 

author’s first venture into prose composition. At Scott’s insistence, it was issued anonymously. 

Anonymity was not unusual at this time, some authors preferring to define themselves by earlier, 

easily recognizable publications: thus in Scott’s case, “by the author of Waverley” or in that of John 

Galt, “by the author of Annals of the Parish.” Scott’s Waverley quickly sold 12,000 copies, his other 

novels followed in quick succession, and all sold well: Guy Mannering in 1815, The Antiquary in 

1816, Rob Roy in 1818, The Abbot, Ivanhoe, and The Monastery in 1820, Kenilworth in 1821, The 

Fortunes of Nigel, Peveril of the Peak, and The Pirate in 1822, Quentin Durward in 

1823, Redgauntlet and St. Ronan’s Well in 1824, Tales of the Crusaders in 1825, and Woodstock, or 

The Cavalier. A tale of the Year Sixteen Hundred and Fifty-One in 1826. 

In 1812 Constable, at the height of success, purchased the copyright of the Encyclopædia Britannica, 

and added a significant supplement of six volumes (1816-1824) to the 4th, 5th and 6th editions. As 

part of his deal with Scott, he also took over the Edinburgh Annual Register, a bulky annual which 

had been Scott’s idea and had first been put out by Ballantyne in 1808, along with the Ballantyne 

company’s stock of unsold copies of that massive publication. The first volume to appear under the 

Constable name — that for the year 1814 — came out in 1816, as a thick volume of over 400 pages. 

Part 2 contained poems by Byron (“The Guerilla”), Wordsworth (“The Stranger”), Coleridge 

(“Isabelle”), Southey (“Peter of Barnet”), James Hogg (“Prayer of a Dying Soldier on the Field of 

Waterloo”) and three unsigned sonnets. It also included 27 closely-printed pages of bibliography for 



the year, arranged by subject matter with — alongside those on Botany, Chemistry, History, 

Hydrology, Law, Mathematics, Mechanics, Medicine, Philology, Philosophy, Political Economy, 

Theology, and the like — substantial sections on “Novels and Romances” and “Poetry” (one of the 

longest). The bibliography of novels drew attention to many works by woman novelists. In addition to 

Jane Austen: Mrs. Bridget Bluemantel (a.k.a. Maria Elizabeth Budden, 1780-1832), Laetitia Matilda 

Hawkins (1759-1835), Elizabeth Hervey (1748-1820), Barbara Hofland (1770-1844), Fanny Holcroft 

(1745-1809), Elizabeth Meeke (1761-1826), Sydney, Lady Morgan (1781-1859), Matilda Regina Roche 

(1764-1845), Elizabeth Isabella Spence (1768-1832), Ann of Swansea (a.k.a. Ann Julia Hatten, 1764-

1838). (For information about these and countless other women writers of this time, see the 

remarkable Feminist Companion to Literature in English and Garside). 

The Annual Register proved as big a burden to Constable, even after a drastic reduction of the 

number of copies printed, as it had been to Ballantyne since its first launching. (According to 

“Financial Hardship,” an article on the Scott Library website, it was losing £1,000 a year by 1812.) 

Over-speculation added to the firm’s financial difficulties, and in 1826 when there was a general 

financial crash, Constable's London agents stopped payment, and the firm failed for over £250,000, 

while the printing business of James Ballantyne & Co. also went bankrupt for over £90,000. Scott, 

having contracted the Ballantyne’s bills, was affected by the failure of both firms, so that he too went 

bankrupt. To add insult to injury, Constable learned that Scott would thenceforth publish with 

another publisher. As for the Edinburgh Review, publication was taken over by Longman. 

Another casualty of the Constable firm’s financial collapse was a projected Elementary Encyclopedia. 

In August, 1823, Constable had informed Maria Edgeworth, the influential novelist and author of 

children’s books, with whom, thanks to Scott, he entertained friendly relations and a 

correspondence, of his plans for an “Elementary Encyclopaedia for Youth.” He had also discussed the 

project with her during a visit she had made to Scotland and had sounded her out – unsuccessfully — 

about becoming one of the project’s editors. Toward the end of 1824 he had sent her a printed list of 

the proposed contents, along with a request that she contribute articles on “Female education,” 

“Etiquette,” and “Recreations – Rational and Useful for the Female Sex.” In her response of a few 

weeks later, Edgeworth had greeted the proposal positively, while offering some suggestions for 

making the projected work more useful and accessible to its intended readership of less educated or 

young people. “In referring to an encyclopaedic dictionary, young people especially want immediate 

and precise information of the meaning of certain terms, or of the means of accomplishing certain 

purposes. It should be therefore more practical than theoretic. If I were you, in the first place I would 

weed out all the heads in your present prospectus which would be general treatises, and class the 

others into what are essential, necessary in the next degree, and so on. When you have thus got rid 

of what is obviously superfluous for your purpose, compress again and again till you get your design 

into the smallest compass that will hold the needful” (Constable, II, 405-12). The Encyclopedia, which 

Constable had hoped would begin production in May, 1825, with all four volumes out by 1827, never 

materialized. 

 Constable’s ambitious, pioneering plan for a series of mass-produced, cloth-bound books to be 

known as Constable’s Miscellany – selling for one shilling each and designed to make “Original and 

Selected Publications in the various Departments of Literature, Science, and the Arts” available to the 

less well-off members of society – was also a near-casualty of the company’s fall into bankruptcy. As 

announced on the first page of the first volume, with its dedication to King George IV, “This 

Miscellany” is “designed to extend useful Knowledge and elegant Literature by placing Works of 

Standard Merit within the attainment of every Class of Readers.” Constable’s Preface to the first 

volume, dated Edinburgh, December 1825, expands on this theme. The whole, massive project was 



clearly inspired by the characteristic Scottish emphasis on education and the dissemination of 

knowledge and culture: 

The change that has gradually taken place during the last thirty or forty years in the numbers and 

circumstances of the reading public, and the unlimited desire of knowledge that now pervades every 

class of society, have suggested the present undertaking. Previously to the commencement of the 

late war, the buyers of books consisted principally of the richer classes – of those who were brought 

up to some of the learned professions, or who had received a liberal education. The saving of a few 

shillings on the price of a volume was not an object of much importance to such persons, many of 

whom prized it chiefly for the fineness of its paper, the beauty of its typography, and the amplitude 

of the margins – qualities which add to the expense of a work, without rendering it in any degree 

more useful. But now, when the more general diffusion of education and of wealth has occasioned a 

vast increase in the number of readers and in the works which daily issue from the press, a change in 

the mode of publishing seems to be called for. The strong desire entertained by most of those who 

are engaged in the various details of agriculture, manufactures, and commerce, for the acquisition of 

useful knowledge and the cultivation of their minds is strikingly evinced by the establishment of 

subscription libraries and scientific institutions, even in the most inconsiderable towns and villages 

throughout the empire.  

Though the Miscellany did get off the ground, it was not without difficulty or delay. In 1825, 

Constable travelled to London to seek financial support for his project but banker after banker 

showed him the door. He returned to Edinburgh and fell ill with edema. Another trip to London in 

January 1826 was equally futile, and in the middle of that month it became known that Constable 

and Company could not meet its obligations. Though it had been strongly endorsed by Walter Scott, 

the projected Miscellany could not count on material support from the great writer, whose financial 

situation was also dire. The naval captain and explorer Basil Hall, one of the Constable firm’s authors 

(Account of a Voyage of Discovery to the West Coast of Corea and the Great Loo-Choo Island in the 

Japan Sea, 1818), who had been scheduled to contribute an early volume to the Miscellany, 

generously offered to donate his manuscript. Replying on May 29, 1826, to Hall’s gesture, however, 

Constable was still not confident that his project would survive: “I cannot positively say that the 

arrangement for the Miscellany with my trustees will be completed within a week, though I hope it 

may be so.”  

According to his son, the work in question, The Life and Discoveries of Captain Cook, which Constable 

had declared to be “an indispensable article in his Miscellany, was never written.” In the event, 

Constable did succeed in getting publication started, just before his death, in his early fifties, in July 

1827. The first volume (1826) was a reprint, revised and enlarged, of Hall’s 1818 Account of a Voyage 

of Discovery to the West Coast of Corea. Another work by Hall, in two volumes (Extracts from a 

Journal Written on the Coasts of Chile, Peru, and Mexico in the Years 1820, 1821, 1822), made up 

volumes II and III of the Miscellany. After Archibald Constable’s death, the program was continued by 

his son Thomas, who took over the firm. In conformity with Constable’s plans for the collection, most 

volumes were devoted to “practical” topics (history, geography, engineering, travel accounts, etc.). 

Early texts of a somewhat more literary character include a reprint of the Memoirs of the 

Marchioness de la Rochejacquelin, edited with a Preface by Sir Walter Scott (vol. V, 1827); 

Lockhart’s Life of Burns (vol. XXIII, 1828); Robert Chambers’ two-volume History of the Rebellions in 

Scotland in 1689 and 1715 (vol. XV, 1828), followed by his History of the Rebellions in Scotland under 

the Marquis of Montrose (vols. XXXXI and XXII, 1828); and The Historical Works of Friedrich Schiller, in 

two volumes [Wallenstein and The Thirty Years’ War] (vols. XVIII and XIX, 1828). 



The first volume of the Miscellany includes (pp. v-viii) a four-page list of over fifty proposed future 

volumes. These include, besides many works of ancient and modern history and biography (including 

a “Life of General Washington” and the “Life of Benjamin Franklin by Himself,” each occupying two 

volumes), studies of political economy and monetary systems, books on road-making and railways, 

“Economic Cookery for the Rich and Poor,” and “Devotional Exercises, Prayers, and Meditations.” 

Constable’s sense that inexpensive books would be instruments not only “for enlightening and 

entertaining mankind” but “for making money.“ (in the words of Scott’s son-in-law and biographer 

Lockhart).   

In 1839, just over a decade after Archibald Constable’s death, C. H. Timperley, the author of 

a Dictionary of Printers and Printing, paid tribute to him. “A man joining such professional abilities to 

such liberal and extensive views; so capable of appreciating literary merit, and so anxious to find for 

it employment and reward; as largely endowed with the discernment, tact, and manners, necessary 

to maintain a useful, honourable, and harmonious intercourse with literary men, is not a common 

character, even among the improved race of modern bibliopolists.” 

The business of the Constable firm was carried on by the publisher’s son Thomas, who also took over 

and expanded the Edinburgh printing business of his grandfather, David Willison (Archibald 

Constable’s father-in-law). In 1839 Thomas was appointed, by Royal appointment, as  printer 

to Queen Victoria; and in 1859 printer to Edinburgh University. By 1852 the company had sixteen 

presses and fonts for printing in Greek, Hebrew, Arabic, Sanskrit and German, as well as for printing 

music. As printer, T. Constable produced books for several major London publishing houses. He did 

not abandon publishing, however. As noted, volumes for the Miscellany continued to appear, along 

with new works — under the name T. Constable, Edinburgh — primarily in history, philosophy, 

science, and religion, such as Alexander Wilson’s American Ornithology (1831) and Dugald 

Stewart’s Collected Works in 11 volumes (1854-60). After Thomas sold out his stock in 1860 to devote 

himself to writing, his son Archibald formed a new publishing company, which identified itself until 

about 1890 as T. & A. Constable. By 1891, ten years after Thomas’s death, the firm had relocated to 

London and appears on the title-pages of the books it published as “Westminster: A. Constable” or 

“Westminster: Archibald Constable and Co.” The new firm continued along the path followed by 

Thomas Constable, but was far more active than the latter had been in recruiting poets, dramatists, 

novelists, and artists. Among the books published by A. Constable and Co.: George Meredith’s The 

Amazing Marriage (1895), Alice Meynell’s London Impressions (1898), George Bernard Shaw’s Man 

and Superman (1903) and The Doctor’s Dilemma (1911), George Gissing’s The Private Papers of 

Henry Ryecroft (1903), the poet Laurence Binyon’s verse play Paris and Oenone (1906), Arthur 

Symons’ William Blake (1907), Hilaire Belloc’s On Anything (1910), and Through China with a Camera 

, with over 100 illustrations by the celebrated Scottish photographer John Thomson (1898), not to 

mention Bram Stoker’s Dracula (1897). Set up in 1910, the renamed firm of Constable and Co. 

published the popular poet Walter De la Mare’s A Child’s Day and The Listeners and other 

poems (1912), followed by Peacock Pie (1913) and four other books of poems, Katherine 

Mansfield’s The Garden Party and other stories (1922), along with additional collections of her short 

stories and two volumes of her poems (1923 and 1924), and essays by the provocative writer on 

sexuality, Havelock Ellis (Impressions and Comments [1921], The Dance of Life [1923]). By this time 

though, in the 1920’s, the Scottish connection of the great publishing firm had been severed; as 

Constable, in Edinburgh, survived only as a printing company.  

 

After returning from falling down that that long and detailed rabbit-hole, we return to Ballantyne’s 

story.  In 1854 he discussed with his friend William Nelson, about writing a series of books, designed 



for young readers. In 1855, Snowflakes and Sunbeams; or, The Young Fur-Traders was published. This 

was followed by Ungava: A Tale of Eskimo-Land; both with references to his time and adventures in 

Canada.  

In 1857, he wrote The Coral Island, which became his most popular book, of fiction or otherwise.  

In Personal Reminiscences, he wrote: 

‘…while studying up for The Coral Island, I fell into a blunder through ignorance in regard to a familiar 

fruit. I was under the impression that cocoa-nuts grew on their trees in the same form as that in 

which they are usually presented to us in grocers' windows — namely, about the size of a large fist 

with three spots, suggestive of a monkey's face, at one end. Learning from trustworthy books that at 

a certain stage of development the nut contains a delicious beverage like lemonade, I sent one of my 

heroes up a tree for a nut, through the shell of which he bored a hole with a penknife and drank the 

"lemonade"! It was not till long after the story was published that my own brother — who had 

voyaged in Southern seas — wrote to draw my attention to the fact that the cocoa-nut is nearly as 

large as a man's head, and its outer husk over an inch thick, so that no ordinary penknife could bore 

to its interior! Of course I should have known this, and, perhaps, should be ashamed of my ignorance 

— but, somehow, I'm not!] 

…Recognising, then, the difficulties of my position, I formed the resolution always to visit — when 

possible — the scenes in which my stories were laid, converse with the people who, under 

modification, were to form the dramatis personae of the tales, and, generally, to obtain information 

in each case, as far as lay in my power, from the fountain-head.’ 

One of the reasons for his popularity as an author, was the depth and detail which went into 

research, even for just background setting. In search of material for his next book, The Lifeboat, R.M. 

Ballantyne explained that "went to Ramsgate, and, for some time, was hand and glove with Jarman, 

the heroic coxswain of the Ramsgate boat, a lion-like as well as lion-hearted man, who rescued 

hundreds of lives from the fatal Goodwin Sands during his career."  

He then spent three weeks at the Bell Rock Lighthouse, where he "hobnobbed with the three 

keepers of that celebrated pillar-in-the-sea for three weeks, and read Stevenson's graphic account of 

the building of the structure in the library, or visitor's room, just under the lantern" (Personal 

Reminiscence). The experience and the stories he collected were used in his novel published later 

that year, The Lighthouse. 

In the spring of 1867, Ballantyne spent several weeks at a London fire-station by permission of 

Captain Shaw, Chief of the London Fire Brigade, to collect material for a new book, Fighting the 

Flames. Several scenes in this novel are taken directly from life, as they are related as true stories 

in Personal Reminiscences. 

For his next book, Deep Down, written in 1867, Ballantyne and his wife spent "… three months … in 

the town of Saint Just, close to the Land's End, during which time they thoroughly researched the tin 

and other precious metal mining communities Cornwall 

Erling the Bold was published in 1869. This book was the result of Ballantyne's several excursions to 

Norway. 

Also in 1869, he wrote Up In The Clouds. This is one of the series of short books that Ballantyne 

wrote for the education and enjoyment of young people who had not much money to spend. There 

were 24 books in this series, each with only about 110 pages of text, and usually with just one 

picture. Most of the other books Ballantyne wrote had about 400 pages.  



“Up in the Clouds: Balloon Voyages" to give the book it’s full title, is written as a historical account. 

The book explores humanity's longstanding ambition to achieve flight, detailing early attempts to 

soar into the skies, including various mechanical inventions and the evolution of ballooning. By 

delving into the fanciful dreams and harsh realities of aeronautics, it presents a rich narrative filled 

with both failure and triumph in humanity’s quest to conquer the air. At the start of the book, the 

Ballentyne sets the story by discussing man's natural desire to fly, which has inspired individuals 

throughout history to attempt this ambitious endeavour. Ballantyne shares a series of anecdotes 

about early aviators, such as the Italian who tried to fly using wings, and details the impractical 

theories that led to spectacular failures. As he transitions into the history of ballooning, he recounts 

the experimental voyages leading to the first successful balloon flights, emphasizing the blend of 

imagination, scientific inquiry, and the often funny and sometimes hilarious misunderstandings that 

characterized these pioneering efforts in aerial navigation.  

My copy, a first edition, is in remarkably good condition for its age. It is the earliest published book in 

my collection, and takes centre stage top shelf in the library, sitting proudly next to later books on the 

same subject.   

In 1874 The Pirate City was published. Ballantyne carried on with his successful writing formula; he 

spent a winter in Algiers collecting material, and received information from the Consul-General to 

Algiers regarding various historical events and other necessary details. In 1883 he moved down to 

England, where he had a house near Harrow, in Middlesex; where he wrote The Young 

Trawler (1884) and Blown to Bits (a story of the 1883 Krakatoa explosion) in 1887. 

He published his auto-biography in 1983. Entitled Personal Reminiscences in Book-Making, it  

contained descriptions of his extensive travel at both home and abroad, and stories and adventures 

in search of material for his novels, as well as a couple of short stories at the end. This proved both 

popular and to be well- received.  

R.M. Ballentyne died on 8th February, 1894, Rome, in Italy, ostensibly of Ménière's Disease.  

Meniere's disease is a rare condition of the inner ear that causes dizzy spells and vertigo and hearing 

loss. The symptoms come and go, typically starting without warning and then go away. This cycle 

happens again, over time, hearing loss and balance deteriorates. Meniere's disease can start at any 

age, but typically it begins between ages 40 and 60. One of the effects of the disease is loss of 

balance and propensity to falling, so potentially a fall in his advanced years may have led to his 

death.  

 He was buried in the Protestant Cemetery of Rome. After his death, a subscription was held for a 

tombstone to be erected in his memory, and many of the donations came from schoolboys who had 

read and loved his books, with his legacy being one of the Victorian era’s most well respected and 

prolific writers, however mostly forgotten today.  

 

 

 


