The Precedence of the Trades

By Craftsman Ron Hutcheson for Bridie Supper 2002

Cauld winter was howlin’ o’er hill and o’er mountain and wild was the surge o’ the sea

When a master Baker and master Tailor chanced to meet on the road to Dundee. 

“Let’s walk for a while and talk about things,” said the baker setting the pace, 

I know you’re a craftsman just like me, and I think you’ve an honest face.”

The tailor agreed and started to say. “it’s a fine day to be alive

There’s no’ many like us in this year of our Lord, sixteen hundred and ninety five.”

Just like birds of a feather they continued to blether till they reached the West Port of the city

Then the baker said: “Wait I am first through this gate and you’ll come behind, more’s the pity.”

“And why should I wait till you pass through the gate? The tailor demanded to know

“Move aside, then stand still; I’m the one with the skill and all you can do is knead dough.”

Cried the baker; “Ye’re daft! Without men of our craft the folk would get no daily bread.”

“So what ?” yelled the other, “that’s no’ much of a bother, “we’ll simply eat cookies instead.”

The bakers decision was a snort of derision, then,  “Here’s what I think of you, chum

Wi’ your needle and thread, not a thought in your head, your sit cross-legged all day on your bum.”

“You’re way off the mark,” the tailor cried out, “You’re starting to blether and haver

Just wait till the next time you order a suit. You’ll get breeks wi’ nae pockets or spaver!

I’m telling my Deacon” the tailor went on. “And I’m telling mine,” said the other.

So they went their own ways, the two angry men, unlike craftsmen or brother to brother.

In the Howff the next day, I’m sorry to say all, the crafts stood around in the rain

When the Bakers claimed they were the best of the trades the arguments started again.

“We’ve got to be first,” the Cordiners claimed, “’cos we put the shoes on your feet.”

“Not a chance,” cried the Fleshers, “we’re top of the list. Without us you wouldn’t have meat.”

The Glovers and Bonneties, Hammermen too all added their voice to the din

The unholy row near awakened the dead once the Weavers and Dyers joined in.

The Deacon Convener appeared on the scene, saying “This is some hullabaloo

You’re supposed to be craftsmen..just look at the folk.. they’re all pointing and laughing at you.

We'll never resolve such a ticklish point as to which craft should be number one

We’ll go to Alud Reekie. The parliament there will tell us how such things are done.”

The argy and bargy then started again on which mode of travel to use;

Some wanted to sail and some wanted to ride, and some wanted to wear out their shoes.

It was left to the Deacon Convener to make the ultimate travel choice.

Once he’d made up his mind he cried “listen here” in his sternest Convener’s voice.

“We’ll all leave the Howff and walk down the town to the Seagate and each get a berth

On that new mode of transport – a stagecoach – that’s owned by a mannie called Souter from Perth.”

The capital’s sights brought cries of delight when their coach reached the Royal Mile.

The convener said “Gosh! Eh thought we were posh. Here they fairly do things in style.”

The parliament house was the poshest of all, they gasped as they went through the door

There were hundreds of candles to light up the place and great woollen rugs on the floor.

Paintings galore were hung on the walls; one showed a deer and a fawn

One showed a mountain, another a man and his wifie with nothing on!

“How much did this cost?” the crafts wanted to know. “No’ that much” was the MP’s refrain

“It was really quite cheap as parliaments go. ’Twas designed by a senor frae Spain.”

It was then they discovered how parliaments work as a clerk took each Deacon aside

To strengthen their case they would need a wee gift, for the MP’s all gathered inside.

Each Deacon said “Oh! I didna know that MP’s inducements would seek

I now know the score so I’ll leave through the door and come back again in a week.”

Each returned with his gift and hoping the rift would end with his Craft in first place

Each took it in turn to walk into the room with a confident smile on his face.

There were free gloves galore and free shoes by the score and free jackets in blue, brown and red

Big chunks of pork and hammermen’s work and a bonnet for everyone’s head.

But the baker held fast; he waited till last and opened up everyone’s eyes,

As he walked through the door and marched round the floor with a big tray of steaming pies.

MPs slurped and they burped as pie juice dribbled down many a fancy vest

Then everyone cried: “The Bakers have won. They’re simply the best of the best.”

So that’s how the Nine ended up in a line with the Bakers in pole position

The fact slowly dawned they’d been beautifully conned out of making their own decision.

At home in Dundee all had to agree they’d been foolish to argue at all

Each Deacon and craft had been rather daft to squander their funds in that hall.

And even today it makes sense to say. “Don’t ask MSPs what to do;

“They still think it’s funny to take all your money. They’re all still a rascally crew.
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