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Introduction


In Naples, in 1964, I used to give English conversation lessons to a certain Contessa—. She was – it seemed to me, being then in my youth – an elderly lady, and her English was in fact extremely good, for before the First World War she had had an English, or rather Scots, governess – a Miss MacIvor from Inverness, ‘where, I am told, they speak the best English, or rather the purest’. (So, perhaps, they still did in those days, for many of them were native Gaelic-speakers, and learned English as a second language.) The Contessa complained, however, that she found few opportunities these days to speak English ‘seriously’; she was devoted to literature, and was prepared to pay, quite handsomely, for an hour or two of literary talk. She was indeed far better read than I, not only, as might have been expected, in Italian literature, of which I was indeed utterly ignorant, and in French, of which I had some knowledge, but also, somewhat to my shame, in English literature. Indeed, if she derived some pleasure from conversing on literary topics in English, the advantage was rather mine, not only in financial terms, but because I learned a good deal from her.


She had a particular devotion to the Waverley novels, of which I had then read only a handful, and to Scott’s poetry which I had not read since prep school days, when Elizabeth Langlands (mother of the girl I later married) took us through Marmion and The Lady of the Lake. The Contessa’s enthusiasm for Scott had first been fired by Miss MacIvor, who believed herself to be descended from Fergus MacIvor, the Highland chieftain in Waverley itself. It may seem odd to claim descent from a fictional character, but, as Graham Greene has since shown in Monsignor Quixote, Miss MacIvor’s case was not unique.


The Contessa, in the kindest manner, used to reproach me, as a Scot with, already, pretensions to authorship myself, for my ignorance, as she saw it, of Sir Walter’s work.


‘Even Peveril of the Peak, which is not a good work, you should read,’ she said. ‘And Quentin Durward – can anything be more intelligent than his portrayal of Louis XI? But of course the greatest novels are the Scotch ones – I think it is not considered correct to say “Scotch” now, am I right?’


‘There is a foolish prejudice that it should be restricted to whisky,’ I said, ‘but it was good enough for Sir Walter.’


‘And therefore for me,’ she replied, ‘except that I should wish to be up-to-date, and not offend. So let us say “Scots” or “Scottish”. They are sublime. His own favourite, I believe, was Redgauntlet. Yet for a particular reason, which I may tell you some day when we are better acquainted, I have an affection also for Castle Dangerous, the very last one he wrote, when he was so ill, poor man.’


‘I must tell you’, she said on a later occasion, ‘that, besides the influence of Miss MacIvor, and my real admiration for Scott’s novels and poetry, I have another peculiar reason for my interest in Sir Walter. You see,’ – she paused, and, if I remember, blushed – ‘his younger son, Charles, when he was attached to the British Embassy here, was a particular friend of my great-grandmother. In fact . . .


But there, for the time being, she broke off.


On my next visit, she said:


‘You will find this hard to believe, but I possess what is a manuscript of Sir Walter’s. It is not one of the novels, rather a sort of memoir, most peculiar. I should like you to read it. I think you would find it interesting.’


So a day was fixed, and a time appointed in the late afternoon, and I was settled at a rococo table in the library of her apartment in the family palazzo, before a pile of yellowing manuscript. The hand was not Scott’s – even I could tell that, for it was manifestly Italian.


‘Yes, of course,’ she said, ‘it is a copy which I believe Charles Scott presented to my great-grandmother, but read it – you will find it of interest.’


I obeyed, and indeed found it of some interest. Now, as it happened, I had not then read any biography of Scott, not even a popular one such as Hesketh Pearson’s (which is, by the way, admirable); nor had I read his Journal; nor did I have any knowledge of the bibliography of Scott’s works, nor of the state of Scott scholarship. In short, it never occurred to me that I was reading something which had never been published. No doubt it should have done so; but I was young, somewhat frivolous and, in any case, had lunched rather well. I may even have fallen asleep over my reading.


I had to leave Naples very soon afterwards, for pressing reasons of no concern now, and, though we exchanged letters for a few years, gradually lost touch with the Contessa. In time I returned to Scotland and slowly made myself into what I am today: a professional author, novelist, journalist, hack, what have you. Over the years I also repaired the deficiencies in my reading of Scott, which the Contessa had deplored, and came to admire him more and more deeply, concluding that he was not only incomparably the greatest Scottish writer – and that his only rival among English novelists is Dickens – but that he was also, if not the greatest Scotsman, which is perhaps a meaningless term, the most thoroughly Scottish of our great men: and I came to agree with Hesketh Pearson who called him ‘the noblest man of letters in history’, and wrote that ‘he was the only person within my knowledge whose greatness as a writer was matched by his goodness as a man’.


My reverence and affection – no, love – for Scott were enhanced when in 1982 we moved from Edinburgh to the Borders, taking a house in the Yarrow Valley, some half-dozen miles from his beloved Abbotsford. No one, I believe, can come to understand Scott who does not also know Abbotsford, and for the opportunities given me to get to know the house and imbibe its atmosphere, I am profoundly grateful to its present custodians, his great-great-great-granddaughters, Mrs Patricia Maxwell-Scott and Dame Jean Maxwell-Scott.


Then in 1988 Judy Steel, who was then Director of the Borders Festival, asked me to write a play about Scott. The Minstrel and the Shirra (‘Shirra’ being the Selkirk word for Sheriff, and Scott having been, of course, Sheriff of Selkirkshire) was produced at the Borders Festival the following year, having its first performance appropriately in the Little Theatre made from the old game-larder at Bowhill, one of the seats of the Duke of Buccleuch, chief of the Clan Scott, and then in a revised (and improved) version at the 1991 Edinburgh International Festival, when Robert Paterson gave an uncannily convincing representation of Scott; he later repeated this at a special performance in the library of Abbotsford itself, on what was for me a singularly moving occasion.


Now, throughout this period I had given little thought to the manuscript which I had perused in somewhat cursory and inadequate fashion in the Contessa’s library a quarter of a century back. Certainly, my memory of it was dim, and, if I thought about it at all, I suppose I assumed that it had been used by Lockhart as material for his monumental biography of his father-in-law.


Then I received a letter from the Contessa. Though over ninety, she still maintained a lively interest in art and literature, and somehow had learned of The Minstrel and the Shirra. She expressed her delight that at last, as it seemed, I had acquired a proper admiration for Sir Walter, and then continued:


‘You will remember that I showed you the manuscript, or rather copy of a manuscript, which Charles Scott gave to my great-grandmother, though I do not think you read it with the due attention it deserved. Nevertheless, now that you have reformed, I intend to leave it to you in my will. It ought to return to Scotland. Moreover, my husband’s nephews, my only surviving family connection, are camorriste, or at least in league with the Camorra.* They have no pride of family, and think of nothing but making money. I have no time for them, and it grieves me to think of how they dishonour their ancestors. My great-grandmother would be horrified if she could see them. Charles Scott entrusted the manuscript to her as to someone he loved and respected, and it should be passed on to someone who will feel the same emotions for it. Besides, it ought now to be published. It never has been, you know. I believe that when you read it, I omitted to give you also the note which Charles Scott himself wrote concerning it. You will find it of the greatest interest. By the way, I read your novel about Vichy France – A Question of Loyalties. Have I the title right? Not bad, not in Sir Walter’s class, naturally, but not bad for this awful century of ours . . .’


I replied at once. We exchanged a couple of letters. Then she died. There were the usual legal delays. Then eventually in the autumn of 1993 the manuscript arrived.


This time I read it eagerly, and with a growing astonishment. How, I wondered, could I have been so obtuse in 1964? How could it not have been published? Then it struck me that it must have made a deeper impression on me than I had supposed, for certain passages in The Minstrel and the Shirra echoed others here of which I had retained no conscious memory.


The question of its authenticity at once arises. Since the manuscript exists only (as I have said) in a copy made by an Italian copyist – though the paper is of the right date – the matter can be resolved only by internal evidence. Certain passages resemble parts of the Journal very closely – often indeed almost word for word; others bear an equally striking resemblance to sentences or paragraphs in Lockhart’s biography. It could therefore be a fabrication made chiefly from these sources. If so, one must wonder what can have been the point of it, since no attempt appears to have been made to profit from it at any time in the last century and a half.


For my part, I am impressed by the Contessa’s assurance that Charles Scott gave it to her great-grandmother, all the more because I suspect that she believed there was more than affection between them (something at which Charles Scott hints in the last page of his Notes – if indeed they are his – which are here printed as an Afterword). When she said he ‘was a particular friend of my great-grandmother. In fact . . .’ and then broke off, I think she was on the brink of suggesting that there had been an affair, and that she might herself be a descendant of Sir Walter. Modesty, pride of family, stopped her short; which is why I have chosen to conceal her name.


Yet it must be admitted that there is no record of any other copy of this ‘memoir’. There is none in the Library at Abbotsford where any such would certainly have been uncovered by either the former Librarian, the immensely erudite Dr Corson, or by his equally learned successor, Dr Douglas Gifford, in the all-but-impossible possibility that Dr Corson might have overlooked such a document. Nor can any record of one be traced in the National Library of Scotland, nor in the Library of any university in the United Kingdom or the United States of America, nor in any private collection. There is therefore room for scepticism.


For my part I find the style and matter convincing. It is not Scott at his best, but then, if it was for the most part written, as Charles Scott avers, in the last year or two of his life, when his health was broken and his intellectual faculties were decaying, that could not be expected. After all, neither Count Robert of Paris nor Castle Dangerous, his last two novels, is Scott at his best; though, having read, and accepted, the memoir, I now understand the Contessa’s respect and admiration for the latter.


I believe that this is what happened. The manuscript was abandoned, as Charles Scott – let us suppose the author of the note is indeed Charles Scott – reports, in the Casa Bernini in Rome, where Scott had lodged during his few weeks in the city, and was then handed over to Charles as he passed through Rome on his way back to his post in Naples after Sir Walter’s funeral. He had at least one copy made – perhaps two – his intentions remain a little unclear. One copy, or more probably the original manuscript, was sent to Lockhart, who made considerable use of it in compiling his great biography. This would account for the resemblances between Lockhart and the memoir; that is to say, Lockhart drew on the memoir rather than some presumed fabricator – but who? – on Lockhart. As for the resemblances to the Journal, they may be easily dismissed: either Scott used the Journal as a source for the memoir, as Lockhart and all subsequent biographers have used it; or, writing about the same events in a different form, he almost automatically from time to time employed the same words. That is natural enough: we have all done so writing letters to different people about the one event.


Having used the manuscript, and drawn from it what he wanted, Lockhart then destroyed it. (It is possible, of course, that he merely lost it, but I doubt that; Lockhart was careful with his papers.) I realize this may seem a monstrous charge to bring against a dead man. But there was, of course, an unhappy, and recent, precedent: the burning of Byron’s memoirs by those who believed they were caring for his reputation (not realizing that in doing so they destroyed their own). Lockhart had a great reverence for his father-in-law, nowhere more clearly indicated than in the pious death-scene he composed for him, which most modern critics judge a fabrication: an account of Scott’s death as it should have been rather than as other evidence suggests it more probably was. There are passages in the memoir which must have pained Lockhart – which must pain any lover of Scott – for they indicate the deep distress and confusion of mind to which, from time to time, he was subjected in his last years. It is likely that Lockhart thought they would do Sir Walter no credit. I consider him mistaken if he indeed thought so. They seem to me to show Scott struggling with the utmost nobility and courage against the horrors to which his weary brain and spirit were subjected. It seems to me also that the contrast between such moments and the many passages of lucid and even sunny authority testifies very fully to his remarkable qualities. But, if Lockhart thought otherwise, and acted accordingly, I impugn his judgement, not his motives.


Charles Scott, I believe, knew his brother-in-law well, and assessed him correctly, when he wrote that, having taken what was useful to him from the memoir, he would ‘out of a wish to protect my father’s good name of which he is the very jealous guardian’ destroy the manuscript; and I agree with Charles in thinking that view of it ‘quite mistaken’.


I have only a few notes to add to this already over-long Introduction, but the first of them supplies an additional, personal, reason for my confidence of its authenticity. The reader will find that some curious scenes of a supernatural sort are set in Hastie’s Close, off the Cowgate, in the Old Town of Edinburgh. It so happens that while I was engaged in editing the manuscript – no easy task, for we have to consider an Italian copyist, with perhaps an uncertain command of English, transcribing a manuscript which Charles Scott who knew his father’s hand well had difficulty in reading – so that frequently I have had to hazard a guess at what Scott meant to write (those scholars engaged now on the preparation of the Edinburgh Edition of the Waverley Novels will, I am certain, extend their sympathy to me); it so happens, as I say, that while engaged in this task, I got into conversation with some friends one evening in Edinburgh concerning manifestations of the supernatural in the Old Town; one of those present, a young writer named Saul . . . asked whether I knew anything of Hastie’s Close.


‘No,’ I replied (indeed lied) cautiously.


He then recounted an experience he had had there, which I shall not repeat, it being his story, not mine (and in any case I have forgotten the details); but the gist of it was that he had been made intensely aware of the presence of evil.


‘Let us go there at once,’ I said; which we did, but unfortunately the sound of rock music from a nearby night-club was sufficient to obliterate any supernatural resonances there might be.


Nevertheless the coincidence was sufficiently remarkable to be persuasive – I mean, the coincidence between what he described and what Sir Walter experienced or imagined.


I might note one other curious coincidence. At one point the author of the memoir – that is to say, Sir Walter – in discussing his medievalism remarks that future scholars would come to know far more about the Middle Ages than he did, but that he had done things – such as taking part in cavalry manoeuvres, building a castellated house, etc – of which later scholars were likely to be personally ignorant. This point is also made by A. N. Wilson in his admirable and enthusiastic study The Laird of Abbotsford; and since Mr Wilson cannot possibly have seen the memoir when he wrote his book, he is to be congratulated on his percipience.


Three final points: I owe a debt to all those who have encouraged me in this task, or who over the years have contributed to my knowledge of Scott, and enthusiasm for his life and work. There are a great many, but they must certainly include the Contessa—; Mrs Patricia Maxwell-Scott and Dame Jean Maxwell-Scott; Judy Steel; Robert and Elizabeth Langlands; Robert Paterson; Professor David Daiches, Paul H. Scott, Owen Dudley Edwards; Dr Eric Anderson, Dr David Hewitt, A.N. Wilson, Euan Cameron, and Giles Gordon.


Second, I take issue with Charles Scott, whose speculations are otherwise of the greatest interest, on one point. He observes that his father sometimes spoke in his last months of returning to poetry, and writes: ‘The examples of verse here – often perhaps carelessly and perfunctorily thrown off – may not represent him at his finest’ (an opinion from which I do not dissent) ‘but they are sufficiently so to suggest, to me at least, that he would not have made the return in vain.’ I fear that filial loyalty may have impaired Charles’s critical judgement, and I would expect most readers to agree with me rather than with him.


Finally, while I was engaged on the work, a Cabinet Minister (for such men do – whether you like it or not – exist) expressed his enthusiasm for Scott, and suggested to me that a revival must be due. I expect the great Edinburgh Edition of the novels to provoke that, but if this work, which you are about to read, does anything to encourage it, then the hours of painful scrutiny of a flowery hand and of close examination of sometimes less than wholly coherent English, or Scots (either carelessly written in the first place, as was often Sir Walter’s wont, for he relied much on his copyists and on James Ballantyne as proofreader, or simply misunderstood or ill-transcribed), will have been more than worthwhile. If this book persuades anyone to turn to Scott’s novels, both I and that intelligent reader will be well rewarded.


Allan Massie


 


 


Editorial Note: I have, for the convenience of the reader, given a title to each chapter (there is none in the manuscript), and, where appropriate, added a date which refers either to the events narrated or described in the chapter, or, more speculatively, to the year in which I have judged it may have been written. (A.M.)





 


__________


* Camorra, camorriste: The Neapolitan Mafia.
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Reflections, 1826


His Majesty, whom I believe, despite a wealth of testimony ad adversum (as we say in Scots Law) to be a good man – or at least a man whose inclination is to virtue, though the winds of life, fortune, fate, what have you, have all too frequently blawn his weathercock in a clean contrair direction – has now fallen prey, they tell me, to delusions. He has taken to relating with a heist of detail, how he led his regiment of Hussars – the 10th, as I recall – in a desperate charge at Waterloo. Then he will turn to the Duke and invite him to confirm the tale of his exploits. The Duke, being both courtier and ironist – without which latter attribute it were impossible for any honest man to be a courtier – then inclines his head, and remarks: ‘I have frequently heard Your Majesty say so.’ Now some will see in this only matter for comedy; moralists, an example of the degeneracy of princes. But, gazing out across the night sky of this divided city of Edinburgh, with the lum-hats rattling in what James Hogg would call ‘a warlock-bearing wind’, I see neither of these things. There is the possibility, I observe, that His Majesty with whom in my time I have cracked many a jest, kens fine what he is doing, and there is the possibility that what some call his ‘delusion’ is but a species of romance. For the distinction between what is and what is not is one that has puzzled philosophers at least since Plato, and when Dr Johnson sought to refute Bishop Berkeley’s questioning of the reality of matter by giving a dunt with his foot to a stone, the refutation only holds good if you first accept the reality of the boot on the good Doctor’s foot. These are strange thoughts for a man such as I perhaps, but then I have set so many beings skipping into a semblance of life from my study here or that at my beloved Abbotsford, that I may be forgiven in my night watches for questioning the nature of reality.


This would astonish my friends, for they regard me, I think – and believe I do not flatter myself – as a steady long-headed man. I see myself in that light also – some of the time. And why not? I have never been carried away by my renown, which I do not think ill-deserved, and for that reason may congratulate myself on the possession of a bottom of common sense. When I assure folk that in the great scale of things, literary fame and literary achievement are not worth a docken, I speak sincerely. On the other hand, when the characters of my imagination rise before me, I find it easier to converse with Jeannie Deans than I have ever done with Lady Scott. And where would that strange thing fit in Horatio’s philosophy? Or in any notion of reality?


I am known too as a sociable man, a welcoming host and not unwelcome guest; but my happiest hours have been spent alone on a braeside with a book and a bannock and my dog. How would the fine ladies who smile to receive me in their drawing-rooms feel to hear that? What would any of us feel if our secret thoughts were spoken?


I have been thinking, often, of late, of a friend of my youth, Richard Heber. He was a man of great cultivation, charm of manner and address, who talked sense and sound morality. He had wit and gaiety, and passed everywhere, or generally, as a good man. He shared my antiquarian interests and I dedicated one of the verse epistles in Marmion to him. He rose in the world, well-esteemed, and became Member of Parliament for the University of Oxford. And this man, of whom only good was thought, was detected in unnatural practices – with stable-boys, as it was said – and so, exile, disgraced, to Boulogne, then Naples, I suppose, where his vice is said to be freely practised, an object of contempt, ridicule and disgust. But to himself? Is he, I wonder, the same man in his own mind? I cannot believe otherwise. I have never been subject to that temptation, but the thought of Heber now makes me think it a mercy that our secret thoughts are hidden from each other. If at our social table we could see what passes in each bosom around we would seek dens and caverns to shun human society. Lord keep us from all temptation for we cannot be our own shepherd.


I write that sentence easily; and then I think of Heber in one of the rambles we took in our youth and of how we arrived at the inn at Grasmere, and of how he joked with the ostler – a comely lad, as I noticed even then – to take good care of his horse, or he would be obliged to chastise him; and then a look passed between them which I interpreted as an expression of good humour and mutual regard. And now I find myself pondering the significance of that exchange of words and glances. I remember the dinner that followed, with Wordsworth, though not the conversation, though I suppose Wordsworth spoke of his poetry, and its excellence – a habitual subject with him and one for which I do not reproach him, for his poetry is excellent and there were few enough ready to say so, so that he felt it behoved him to supply for himself the praise he considered his due. I remember this, as I say, and the excellence of the saddle of mutton we consumed, but none of it is as clear in my mind as that exchange between Heber and the boy. Yet even here I pause, for that memory was buried for years, and has only come forth in its clarity since I heard of poof Heber’s disgrace.


These are strange thoughts for a ruined man, and perhaps perplex me now to divert me from my task: my novel Woodstock – a tale of Cavaliers and Roundheads which it is sair wark to set in motion.


I made my early books out of my own being; now I make them out of other books. ‘Hard pounding, gentlemen,’ as the Duke said at Waterloo.


I have ever been a puzzle to myself, and if I divert myself now from my task, it may be on account of a consciousness that I have not long left to me to settle my accounts – not those accounts with which I am indeed deeply and properly concerned, my arrangements with my creditors, but the more profound and essential accounts with – I hardly know what – my soul? my Maker?


What I cannot now deny to myself is what in the days when I trusted myself to my imagination I dared not contemplate, for fear that examination would stifle what was most vital in me; but which, now that is moribund, I can no longer shrink from facing: the thorough and primitive duality of man. I employ the word ‘primitive’, not as my friend Francis Jeffrey and his troop of Whig reviewers might employ it: to denote a condition from which the progress of civilization has set us free; but rather as something inescapable, something that is of our necessary and enduring essence. Two natures – again, I think of poor Heber – appear to me to contend in the field of our very consciousness; so that if we – no, I – can be said to be either, it is only because unavoidably I am at root, and rootedly, both. When Christ prayed that this cup should pass from his lips, and knew that it could not do so, he spoke for all suffering humanity as surely as when he hung on the cross.


I caught my face in the glass on my return from the Court this evening, and saw in it what I feared to see: the madness of Lear, though it is not my daughters but my debts and my dreams that have brought me to my present pass. I make a fine show still in the public view – fier comme un Ecossais – but, alone, I call for cataracts to howl.


I made a fine show this morning even. I was accosted at the Court by little Mr Thomson of the Bank of Scotland.


‘Ahem, Sir Walter,’ says the shilpit cratur, then takes a pinch of snuff.


‘Ahem, Sir Walter,’ he tries again, ‘the Bank of Scotland,’ he says, ‘the Bank of Scotland’ – pronouncing the name with the same reverence that my friend and gamekeeper Tom Purdie used to bring to talk of ‘fush’ – ‘the Bank of Scotland is not altogether happy with the arrangements for the settlement of your affairs that have been proposed . . . not altogether happy.’


Pinch of snuff.


‘Proposed and agreed, Mr Thomson . . .’


‘Nevertheless, Sir Walter, nevertheless, the Bank is of the opinion, having taken close cognizance of the proposed arrangements that they are insufficient, not wholly conversant with requirements, if you follow me, Sir Walter.’


‘Mr Thomson,’ I said, ‘I do not follow you.’


‘The security’, he says, ‘is deemed insufficient, conseedering the huge sum in question. In short, the Bank is determined, having taken, as I say, full cognizance of all matters relevant and material, that the marriage settlement which secures the property and heritage rights of Abbotsford for your son, Major Scott, should be reduced. That is to say, reduced.’


Pinch of snuff.


‘Mr Thomson,’ I said, speaking – I hope – calmly, ‘the Bank must understand this. I am prepared to meet my obligations. I am ready to work myself to the grave to do so. But if the Bank presses me harder than the law requires, then I shall avail myself of the shield of the law, and allow myself to be declared bankrupt, with the security for my dependents that would ensure . . .’


‘Oh crivvens, Sir Walter,’ he says, startled out of gentility, ‘you’d never do that, Sir Walter.’


‘And why not, Mr Thomson?’


‘The shame, Sir Walter, the shame, you’d never surely expose yourself to the shame of a public sequestration . . .’


‘Mr Thomson, the Bank should understand this. I am ashamed of my debts, but not of their public recognition. The shame lies in the condition, in that fact, not in its acknowlegement. Perhaps you will be so kind as to report this to the Bank, and assure them that they have not taken, as you put it, full cognizance of the circumstances, which, you may remind them, include an agreement with which all interested parties have already concurred.’


So he hummed and he hawed, and shifted from foot to foot, and dabbed some more snuff up his nose, and assured me that he would convey my response to the Bank and trusted that he would be able to persuade them, etc, etc . . .


And I trust he will. But it smacks of sharp practice, and I’ll have none of it.


Well, things maun be as they may, but if they press me over hard, they will learn that the Scotts were aye fiercest in the roughest fight. Agere et pati Romanum est: of all schools commend me to the Stoicks.


So, here I stand, Walter Scott, Baronet, of Abbotsford in the County of Selkirkshire, near widower and certain debtor, fifty-five, given to attacks of giddiness, and with my future as bright or grim as the Fife coast on a day of November haar. But in my heart I am still the lame bairn that made up stories for himself in the dark to keep the bogles off; and in doing so invited them in and made them dance.


Oh merrily sang the fiddler’s tune


To the company filled with mirth


But as merrily sounded the fiddle’s note


When the dance was that of death.


It occurs to me that if His Majesty really believes that he led the charge of his Hussars at Waterloo, he is a better man for the desire his lie expresses.




2


Childhood and Youth, 1771–87


Every Scotsman has his pedigree. It is indeed often our only possession, along with our pride and our poverty. I was not lacking in pride of pedigree, though that is scarcely a matter that affects a child. Indeed it is as age creeps upon one, and one feels one’s own faculties decay, that interest in ancestry commonly grows strong, awoken in many cases, I am sure, by observation of one’s own descendants. But childhood is a state, not a narrative. Though time may often hang more heavily on a child than on the grown man, the child is yet in a singular fashion free of time, for the future is at once unimaginable and without limits. Perhaps this is what Wordsworth means when he tells us that ‘heaven lies about us in our infancy’.


But my own infancy was marked, and therefore interrupted, by illness. I was born in a foetid wynd in the Old Town of Edinburgh, where the houses leaned so close across to each other that – it was said – a man could stretch out his hand and shake that of his neighbour on the other side of the alley. Brothers and sisters died around me – six, I think – and I myself contracted a species of paralysis which, leaving me lame, has certainly influenced the course of my life. But for it, I am certain I should have been a soldier, for all my life, till recently, at least, my heart has been stirred by tales of martial deeds and set alight by the sound of martial music. Now tales of gallantry are more like to set the ready tears of old age flowing.


There is something to be said for childhood illness. It throws the sufferer back on himself. I early became a voracious reader, and stored my mind with legends, history and song; tales of chivalry were most to my taste and did much to form my temperament.


It happened too that I was sent to Bath to take the waters, which the doctors believed might alleviate my condition. It gave me, young as I was, experience of a softer, more polite way of life and social intercourse than was to be found in our ruder Edinburgh. It was not wasted on me, and as a consequence I have never indulged in the folly of contemning our southern neighbours. On the contrary, I have loved England ever since, second only to Scotland, and curiously this love was never shaken by what I learned of the long and heroic resistance which throughout more than two centuries my ancestral compatriots conducted against the threat of English dominance. It has seemed to me all my life that in the circumstances of the time, considering the natural tendency of warlike kings to try to add to their dominions, the threat was as natural as the resistance; and no matter for either praise or blame. But I do not know if I would have quickly come to this conclusion if I had not enjoyed that sojourn in the genteel society of Bath, which I felt, deeply, even as a young child.


I passed other years of my infancy at my grandfather’s farm of Sandyknowe, in the shadow of Smailholm Tower. This grandfather, Robert Scott, was long remembered as a notable judge of sheep and cattle: a good peaceable man, whom I recall but dimly for he died when I was less than four years old. (That was before my visit to Bath.) In my memory, he wore the same expression that I catch in my shaving-glass, and I have known this give me a jolt when I have seen a certain tender expression cross my face, at a sudden remembered thought; it is the way he looked on me as a bairn.


Sandyknowe stands on a ridge above the Tweed, a few miles from Dryburgh Abbey where in time I shall be laid to rest, being entitled to a grave there on account of my familial connection with the house of Haliburton. I have been known to say that if I am a poet – which Francis Jeffrey has taken leave to doubt – it was childhood there that made me one, for from Sandyknowe the world opened before me as a broad, wind-blown country, with a prospect of a long twenty mile past the three-headed Eildons and on to the line of the blue and distant Cheviots. It was impossible to gaze on that, or to know the ruined splendor of our Border abbeys, without acquiring a sense of the past crowding upon me: in my dreams I saw our Merse forayers setting forth to harry the lands across the Border; I saw English armies marching up the old road that the Romans had built, and in their shadowy rear the legions themselves. Life at Sandyknowe was pastoral: the ewe-milkers carried me up the crags above the farm and I knew every sheep in the flock by name. Yet even on a summer evening, when the sun slipped behind the Eildons, shedding a soft yellow-gold on the gentle landscape, I knew how often this Arcadian mood had been cruelly broken in the past.


Moreover, a dead man filled my imagination. This was my great-grandfather, also Walter, who was known throughout Teviotdale as Beardie. His own father, Walter too, had walked in quiet paths, for he was a member of that pacific body of Christians known as Quakers, to whom I attempted to do some justice in that novel which is my own favourite among my works, if only because I put more of myself in that book than in any other, or indeed perhaps all of the others together – I mean Redgauntlet. But Beardie, it may be in rebellion against his father’s tranquil ways – a rebellion shared, it would seem, by an elder brother, who was killed in a duel – was of a different temper. He became a fierce Jacobite, who fought with Dundee and was out in the ’15, and was thought fortunate to have escaped a hanging. Thereafter, he never shaved his beard, having taken a vow not to do so till the exiled line of Stuart Kings was restored.


I shall say somewhat more of my remoter ancestors, though I believe this is not to the modern taste. Well, the waur for the modern taste, say I, for a man who has no care for his ancestors has little reason to care for his posterity either. He is trapped in the narrow dark of his own time, like a prisoner sunk in a slit-dungeon. They were not great men, though formidable and not to be trifled with. I am a collateral connection of the Scotts of Buccleuch, and have enjoyed the friendship of three Dukes who bear that noble title, but my branch of the family had put out its shoots from the trunk before the Scotts of Buccleuch commenced their great ascent in the peerage, and I own Scott of Harden as the chief of my sept. In my ancestry I number that hero of the ballads, Auld Wat of Harden, who married Mary Scott, the Flower of Yarrow. Those were the raiding days, and the tradition is well-attested that when the larder grew scanty she would place a dish of spurs on the table as a sign to her husband and sons that it was time to go riding again. I have had cause to smile at this story, for my dear Charlotte, having learned my fondness for it, as a result, I fear, of that frequent repetition to which wives are compelled to submit, learned to turn it to her advantage: ‘Scott,’ she would say, ‘I must have a new dress; so you must write a new novel.’ A melancholy digression that memory is for me now.


Auld Wat’s son William married the daughter of Sir Gideon Murray of Elibank, an ill-favoured lass known as ‘Mucklemou’d Meg’. It was a case of ‘tak the lass or feel the rope around your neck’, and being a prudent man he took the lass, who proved as demanding a wife as those not favoured by nature often are, feeling as they do a need to assert themselves that more fortunate ladies may be free of. Their third son became Laird of Raeburn and married a MacDougal of Makerstoun, which family has some claim to be the oldest in Scotland. (That was the Quaker, Beardie’s father.)


My own father, Walter Scott, broke the mould and removed to Edinburgh, where he was apprenticed to the law, and became a Writer to the Signet. He married Miss Anne Rutherford, the eldest daughter of the Professor of Medicine at the University; her grandfather had been minister of Yarrow, and her mother was a Swinton of that Ilk, and a descendant of Ben Jonson’s friend, the poetic Earl of Stirling.


So, altogether, I had a fit pedigree for either warrior or Border minstrel.


My father was a good man, uncommonly handsome in youth, whose cast of mind made him a narrow one, but always affectionate. He was conscientious in his profession, to which he was devoted, with a high reverence for the Law, but – unlike many lawyers, I fear – had more care for his clients than for his own fortune. He was a devout Presbyterian who passed many of his leisure hours in the study of theology in which he was consequently deeply versed. His religion was Calvinism of the dourest kind, and the Sabbath was observed with the most rigid propriety in our household. He abstained from secular employment on the Lord’s day, and his bairns were compelled to abstain likewise from all reading but that of the Scriptures. He had nothing of the spirit of that Border worthy, who was reputed to have interrupted his reading of the Good Book with the words, ‘Had it no’ been the Lord’s will, this neist verse wad hae been better left oot, but since it is His will, I’ll just read it to you lichtly.’ Yet because my father was a man of infinite kindness, and neither prig nor hypocrite, this Sabbath restriction was less irksome than it might otherwise have been.


My mother was less devout, but not one to cross her husband; or rather her devotion took a different, perhaps more practical, form, since it expressed itself principally in good works and charity. It was she who encouraged me in my taste for poetry; her head was stored with the ballads and more recent, formal verses also, for she was peculiarly fond of Pope. In her youth she could remember talking with a man who had fought at Dunbar in the Civil Wars and could recall Cromwell’s Ironsides marching up the High Street of Edinburgh, singing psalms. I was her favourite child, on account, I have always supposed, of my ill-health, for she feared that I would follow my six siblings to a child’s grave; she called me ‘Wattie, my lamb’, to the day of her death, when I was middle-aged, a father myself, and had won some repute for my verses; and I am not ashamed to recall her tenderness now. Indeed I would be ashamed to forget it, or omit mention of it.


With her I read Homer’s Iliad in Pope’s translation, and from her I acquired my passion for Shakespeare, which has never deserted me, and which is not the least of my debt to her. Debts to parents are what can never be repaid, and the consciousness of this grows as one sees them sink into the decrepitude of age. I owe much to her friends, my aunts Janet and Christian, and Miss Alison Rutherford of Fairnilee (later Mrs Cockburn and author of an affecting version of The Flowers of the Forest) and Mrs Anne Murray Keith; all of whom spent many hours talking with the sickly child, or reading to him. Not the least of my debts to these ladies is to the language they spoke, Mrs Keith in particular speaking the old court-Scots of Holyrood, which has now quite died away, though I have attempted, with what success I know not, to preserve it in some of my fictions. There is nothing that can have a more profound influence on a child with any gift for composition than hearing language that is rich and precise; and I do not believe I would have become the writer I am if I had not enjoyed this experience in childhood.


I began Latin at my first school, a private academy kept by a Mr Fraser, but made little progress, for Fraser, though a worthy man, was but a grammarian, and plaguey dull. Yet he ground something of the elements of the tongue into me. We had by this time left College Wynd, without regret save on my part, for it excited my youthful imagination to know that that noisome alley stood on the site of the house of Kirk o’ Fields, where in the winter of 1566 Lord Darnley had been murdered. Our new quarters were in the recently built George Square and they were not only more healthy but provided evidence of my father’s advancement in his profession.


I then proceeded to the High School of Edinburgh, which in those days was kept by Dr Adam, a considerable scholar, and capable of imparting his enthusiasm to his students, though in other respects a man of unfortunate judgement, which would lead him into political affiliations generally thought disgraceful at the time of the Revolution in France. With him, I read the standard Latin authors, following Caesar’s campaigns with what I think must have been an intelligent interest, and feeling the melancholy beauty of Virgil. I was never an exact scholar, for I cared more to draw the meaning from the work, the essence as you might say, than for the niceties of grammar and syntax. Yet I got enough to be able still to read Latin for my own pleasure, and for that I am very grateful.


My father, eager for my success, provided me with a tutor to supplement the teaching of the High School. This was a certain Mr James Mitchell, a virtuous man who later became minister at Montrose. He was a stiff scholar, too, and equally rigid in his religious and political persuasion, which was of the Calvinist and Whig mode. I was soon accustomed to disputing with him, for my political opinions were already clean opposite: I was a Cavalier and he a Roundhead and Covenanter. I admired the gallant Montrose; he the dark and politic Argyll. I took my politics of those days, not from any general principle, but on the same ground that Charles II did his religion: my conviction that the Cavalier creed was the more gentlemanlike of the two. Thought and experience – I may say in justice to myself – have confirmed much of my youthful prejudice. I believe in the value of tradition and accustomed ways of thought as of life, and I have learned to distrust all political abstraction and the theorists that delight in it.


I would not wish to suggest that life was all study. Indeed, though I read so widely and with such zest, I could never credit myself with being either studious or scholarly. I roved as I pleased, and read without method. My memory was of the best, but it retained only what pleased it. I have always relished the reply of an old Borderer when complimented by his minister on the strength of this faculty in him: ‘I hae nae command of it,’ he said. ‘It retains what hits its fancy, and I misdoubt me, sir, that gin ye were to preach twae hour, I wadna be able to recall a word o’ what you had been saying when you were finished.’


Edinburgh was an unruly and rowdy city in those days, as I believe the young – if they have a mind to it – can find most places to be. One feature of our lives in which we took the greatest pleasure was the strife in which we regularly–and in other respects irregularly – engaged with the lads of the neighbouring quarter: the Crosscauseway, Potterrow and Bristo Square. These encounters were known to us as ‘bickers’ and since the neighbouring quarter was inhabited by a poorer sort of folk, they partook somewhat of the struggles between the Patricians and Plebeians in Ancient Rome. They were fought with stones and sticks, and with much grappling and wrestling when we came to close quarters. Sometimes they would last for a whole evening, and, though there was ferocity, they were enjoyed on both sides, and a certain respect grew between the antagonists. One such stands out in my memory, for he was ever foremost in the opposing army: a tall, finely made blue-eyed boy, with long fair hair – the very image, it strikes me now – of a youthful Goth. This lad was ever first in the charge and last in the retreat – the Achilles or Ajax of the Crosscauseway. We never knew his name, but called him ‘Green-breeks’, from the breeches he wore, which indeed with a ragged shirt in some coarse material formed his only garment, for he fought barefoot and bare-armed.


One evening, when the battle was at its fiercest, Green-breeks got himself separated from his cohorts, and had laid hands on our standard, when one of our army, who had – deplorably and I know not how – got possession of a hunting-knife or small hanger, struck out at him, and laid his head open. He fell insensible to the ground, and the noise of battle was stilled by our horror of what we saw and what we feared. To our common shame, both armies melted away, leaving poor Green-breeks, his bright hair blood-boltered, to the charge of the watchman who soon appeared on the scene. Meanwhile, the bloody hanger was thrown into one of the Meadows ditches, and the boy who had wielded it slunk away in renewed shame and terror. Green-breeks was carried to the Infirmary, where his wound was tended, and where he remained for a few days. He was questioned closely, but, with true nobility, declined to give any account of how he had come by his wound or to offer any identification of his assailant. When we learned of this, our hearts were touched by his gallantry, and we took up a collection for him, which he disdained to accept, saying he would not sell his blood; he would take, he said, only some snuff for his grandmother, if we would be so obliging as to obtain it, for she was devoted to snuff and could ill afford it.
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