Cambridge University Press

978-1-108-05697-7 - Memoirs of the Life of Sir Walter Scott: Volume 1
John Gibson Lockhart

Excerpt

More information

MEMOIRS

OF THE

LIFE OF SIR WALTER SCOTT.

CHAPTER I.

MEMOIR OF THE EARLY LIFE OF SIR WALTER SCOTT,
WRITTEN BY HIMSELF,

Ashestiel, April 26th, 1808,

THE present age has discovered a desire, or rather a
rage, for literary anecdote and private history, that may
be well permitted to alarm one who has engaged in a
certain degree the attention of the public. That I have
had more than my own share of popularity, my contem-
poraries will be as ready to admit, as I am to confess
that its measure has exceeded not only my hopes, but
my merits, and even wishes. I may be therefore per-
mitted, without an extraordinary degree of vanity, to
take the precantion of recording a few leading circum-
stances (they do not merit the name of events) of a very
quiet and uniform life—that, should my literary reputa-
tion survive my temporal existence, the public may know
from good authority all that they are entitled to know of
an individual who has contributed to their amusement.
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2 LIFE OF SIR WALTER SCOTT.

From the lives of some poets a most important moral
lesson may doubtless be derived, and few sermons can be
read with so much profit as the Memoirs of Burns, of
Chatterton, or of Savage. Were I conscious of any
thing peculiar in my own moral character which could
render such developement necessary or useful, I would
as readily consent to it as I would bequeath my body
to dissection, if the operation could tend to point out
the nature and the means of curing any peculiar malady.
But as my habits of thinking and acting, as well as
my rank in society, were fixed long before I had attain-
ed, or even pretended to, any poetical reputation,® and
as it produced, when acquired, no remarkable change
upon either, it is hardly to be expected that much
information can be derived from minutely investigating
frailties, follies, or vices, not very different in number
or degree from those of other men in my situation. As
I have not been blessed with the talents of Burns or
Chatterton, I have been happily exempted from the
influence of their violent passions, exasperated by the

* T do not mean to say that my success in literature has not led
me to mix familiarly in society much above my birth and original pre-
tensions, since I have been readily received in the first circles in
Britain, Bat there is a certain intuitive knowledge of the world to
which most well-educated Scotchmen are early trained, that prevents
them from being much dazzled by this species of elevation. A man
who to good-nature adds the general rudiments of good breeding,
provided he rest contented with a simple and unaffected manner of
behaving and expressing himself, will never be ridiculous in the best
society, and so far as his talents and information permit, may be an
agreeable part of the company. I have therefore never felt much
elevated, nor did I experience any violent change in situation, by the

passport which my poetical character afforded me into higher com-
pany than my birth warranted.—[1826].
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AUTOBIOGRAPHY. 3

struggle of feelings which rose up against the unjust
decrees of fortune. Yet, although I cannot tell of diffi-
culties vanquished, and distance of rank annihilated by
the strength of genius, those who shall hereafter read
this little Memoir may find in it some hints to be im-
proved, for the regulation of their own minds, or the
training those of others.

Every Scottishman has a pedigree. It is a national
prerogative as unalienable as his pride and his poverty.’
My birth was neither distinguished nor sordid. Ac-
cording to the prejudices of my country, it was esteemed
gentle, as I'was connected, though remotely, with ancient
families both by my father’s and mother’s side. My father’s
grandfather was Walter Scott, well known in Teviotdale
by the surname of Beardie. e was the second son of
Walter Scott, first Laird of Raeburn, who was third
son of Sir William Scott, and the grandson of Walter
Scott, commonly called in tradition Auld Watt, of
Harden. I am therefore lineally descended from that
ancient chieftain, whose name I have made to ring in
many a ditty, and from his fair dame, the Flower of
Yarrow—no bad genealogy for a Border minstrel.
Beardie, my great-grandfather aforesaid, derived his
cognomen from a venerable beard, which he wore un-
blemished by razor or scissors, in token of his regret
for the banished dynasty of Stewart. It would have
been well that his zeal had stopped there. DBut he
took arms, and intrigued in their cause, until he lost
all he had in the world, and, as I have heard, run =«
narrow risk of being hanged, had it not been for the
interference of Anne, Duchess of Buccleuch and Mon-
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4 LIFE OF SIR WALTER SCOTT.

mouth, Beardie’s elder brother, William Scott of
Raeburn, my great-granduncle, was killed about the
age of twenty-one, in a ducl with Pringle of
Crichton, grandfather of the present Mark Pringle
of Clifton. They fought with swords, as was the
fashion of the time, in a field near Selkirk, called from
the catastrophe the Raeburn Meadow-spot. Pringle
fled from Scotland to Spain, and was long a captive
and slave in Barbary. Beardie became, of course,
Tutor of Raeburn, as the old Scottish phrase called
him, that is, guardian to his infant nephew, father of
the present Walter Scott of Racburn. He also ma-
naged the estates of Makerstoun, being nearly related
to that family by his mother, Barbara MacDougal. I
suppose he had some allowance for his care in either
case, and subsisted upon that and the fortune which he
had by his wife, a Miss Campbell of Silvercraigs, in
the west, through which connexion my father used to
call cousin, as they say, with the Campbells of Blyths-
wood. Beardie was a man of some learning, and a
friend of Dr Pitcairn, to whom his politics probably
made him acceptable. They had a Tory or Jacobite
club in Edinburgh, in which the conversation is said
to have been maintained in Latin. Old Beardie died
in a house, still standing, at the north-east entrance
to the Churchyard of Kelso, about . . . .

He left three sons. 'The eldest, Walter, had a family,
of which any that now remain have been long settled
in America :—the male-heirs are long since extinct.
The third was William, father of James Scott, well
known in India as one of the original settlers of Prince
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of Wales’s island :—he had, besides, a numerous family
both of sons and daughters, and died at Lasswade, in
Mid-Lothian, about . . . .

The second, Robert Scott, was my grandfather. He
was originally bred to the sea; but, being shipwrecked
near Dundee in his trial voyage, he took such a sincere
dislike to that element, that he could not be persuaded
to a second attempt. This occasioned a quarrel between
him and his father, who left him to shift for himself. Ro-
bert was one of those active spirits to whom this was no
misfortune. He turned Whig upon the spot, and fairly
abjured his father’s politics, and his learned poverty. His
chief and relative, Mr Scott of Harden, gave him a lease
of the farm of Sandy-Knowe, comprehending the rocks
in the centre of which Smailholm or Sandy-KnoweTower
is situated. He took for his shepherd an old man, called
Hogg, who willingly lent him, out of respect to his
family, his whole savings, about L.30, to stock the new
farm. With this sum, which it seems was at the time
sufficient for the purpose, the master and servant set off
to purchase a stock of sheep at Whitsun-Tryste, a fair
held on a hill near Wooler in Northumberland. The
old shepherd went carefully from drove to drove, till he
found a hirsel likely to answer their purpose, and then
returned to tell his master to come up and conclude the
bargain. But what was his surprise to see him gallop-
ing a mettled hunter about the race-course, and to find
he had expended the whole stock in this extraordinary
purchase | —Moses’s bargain of green spectacles did not
strike more dismay into the Vicar of Wakefield's family
than my grandfather's rashness into the poor old shep-
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6 LIFE OF SIR WALTER SCOTT.

herd. The thing, however, was irretrievable, and they
returned without the sheep. In the course of a few days,
however, my grandfather, who was one of the best horse~
men of his time, attended John Scott of Harden’s hounds
on this same horse, and displayed him to such advan-
tage that he sold him for double the original price. The
farm wasnowstocked in earnest; and therest of my grand-
father’s career was that of successful industry. He was
one of the first who were active in the cattle trade, after-
wards carried to such extent between the Highlands of
Scotland and the leading counties in England, and by
his droving transactions acquired a considerable sum of
money. He was a man of middle stature, extremely
active, quick, keen, and fiery in his temper, stubbornly
honest, and so distinguished for his skill in country mat-
ters, that he was the general referee in all points of dis-
pute which occurred in the neighbourhood. His birth
being admitted as gentle, gave him access to the best
society in the county, and his dexterity in country
sports, particularly hunting, made him an acceptable
companion in the field as well as at the table.*

Robert Scott of Sandy-Knowe, married, in 1728, Bar-
bara Haliburton, daughterof Thomas Haliburton of New-
mains, an ancient and respectable family in Berwickshire.
Among other patrimonial possessions, they enjoyed the
part of Dryburgh, now the property of the Earl of
Buchan, comprehending the ruins of the Abbey. My
granduncle, Robert Haliburton, having no male heirs,

* The present Lord Haddington, and other gentlemen conversant
with the south country, remember my grandfather well. He wasa
fine alert figure, and wore a jockey cap over his grey hair.—{18261.
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this estate, as well as the representation of the family,
would have devolved upon my father, and indeed Old
Newmains had settled it upon him ; but this was pre-
vented by the misfortunes of my granduncle, a weak
silly man, who engaged in trade, for which he had neither
stock nor talents, and became bankrupt. The ancient
patrimony was sold for a trifle (about L.3000), and my
father, who might have purchased it with ease, was dis-
suaded by my grandfather, who at that time believed
a more advantageous purchase might have been made
of some lands which Raeburn thought of selling. And
thus we have nothing left of Dryburgh, although my
father’s maternal inheritance, but the right of stretching
our bones where mine may perhaps be laid ere any eye
but my own glances over these pages.

Walter Scott, my father, was born in 1729, and edu-
cated to the profession of a Writer to the Signet. He
was the eldest of a large family, several of whom I shall
have occasion to mention with a tribute of sincere grati~
tude. My father was a singular instance of a man rising
to eminence in a profession for which nature had in some
degree unfitted him. He had indeed a turn for labour,
and a pleasure in analyzing the abstruse feudal doetrines
connected with conveyancing, which would probably
have rendered him unrivalled in the line of a special
pleader, had there been such a profession in Scotland ;
but in the actual business of the profession which he
embraced, in that sharp and intuitive perception which
is necessary in driving bargains for himself and others,
in availing himself of the wants, necessities, caprices, and
follies of some, and guarding against the knavery and
malice of ethers, uncle Toby himself could not have

© in this web service Cambridge University Press www.cambridge.org



http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org/9781108056977
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org

Cambridge University Press

978-1-108-05697-7 - Memoirs of the Life of Sir Walter Scott: Volume 1
John Gibson Lockhart

Excerpt

More information

8 LIFE OF SIR WALTER SCOTT.

conducted himself with more simplicity than my father.
Most attorneys have been suspected, more or less justly,
of making their own fortune at the expense of their
clients—my father’s fate was to vindicate his calling
from the stain in one instance, for in many cases his
clients contrived to ease him of considerable sums. Many
worshipful and be-knighted names occur to my memory,
who did him the honour to run in his debt to the amount
of thousands, and to pay him with a lawsuit, or a com-
mission of bankruptcy, as the case happened. But they
are gone to a different accounting, and it would be un-
generous to visit their disgrace upon their descendants.
My father was wont also to give openings, to those who
were pleased to take them, to pick a quarrel with him.
He had a zeal for his clients which was almost ludicrous :
far from coldly discharging the duties of his employ-
ment towards them, he thought for them, felt for their
honour as for his own, and rather risked disobliging them
than neglecting any thing to which he conceived their
duty bound them. If there was an old mother or aunt
to be maintained, he was, I am afraid, too apt to admi-
nister to their necessities from what the young heir had
destined exclusively to his pleasures. This ready dis-
charge of obligations which the Civilians tell us are only
natural and not legal, did not, I fear, recommend him to
his employers. Yet his practice was, at one period of his
life, very extensive. He understood his business theore-
tically, and was early introduced to it by a partnership
with George Chalmers, Writer to the Signet, under
whom he had served his apprenticeship.

His person and face were uncommonly handsome, with
an expression of sweetness of temper, which was not fal-
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lacious ; his manners were rather formal, but full of
genuine kindness, especially when exercising the duties
of hospitality. His general habits were not only tem-
perate, but severely abstemious ; but upon a festival oc-
casion, there were few whom a moderate glass of wine
exhilarated to such a lively degree. His religion, in
which he was devoutly sincere, was Calvinism of the
strictest kind, and his favourite study related to church
history. Isuspect the good old man was often engaged
with Knox and Spottiswoode’s folios, when, immured in
his solitary room, he was supposed to be immersed in
professional researches. In his political principles he
was a steady friend to freedom, with a bias, however, to
the monarchical part of our constitution, which he con-
sidered as peculiarly exposed to danger during the later
years of his life. He had much of ancient Scottish pre-
judice respecting the forms of marriages, funerals, chris-
tenings, and so forth, and was always vexed at any ne-
glect of etiquette upon such occasions. As his educa-
tion had not been upon an enlarged plan, it could not be
expected that he should be an enlightened scholar, but
he had not passed through a busy life without observa~
tion ; and his remarks upon times and manners often ex-
hibited strong traits of practical though untaught phi-
losophy. Let me conclude this sketch, which I am un-
conscious of having overcharged, with a few lines written

by the late Mrs Cockburn* upon the subject. They

% Mrs Cockburn (born Miss Rutherford of Fairnalie) was the‘
authoress of the beautiful song—

I have seen the smiling
Of fortune beguiling.’—[1826].
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10 LIFE OF SIR WALTER SCOTT.

made one among a set of poetical characters which were
given as toasts among a few friends, and we must hold
them to contain a striking likeness, since the original
was recognised so soon as they were read aloud.

¢ To a thing that’s uncommon—
A youth of discretion,

Who, though vastly handsome,
Despises flirtation :

To the friend in affliction,

The heart of affection,

‘Who may hear the last trump
Without dread of detection.”

In [April, 1758] my father married Anne Rutherford,
eldest daughter of Dr John Rutherford, professor of me-
dicine in the University of Edinburgh. He was one of
those pupils of Boerhaave to whom the school of medicine
in our northern metropolis owes its rise, and a man distin-
guished for professional talent, for lively wit, and for
literary acquirements. Dr Rutherford was twice mar-
ried. His first wife, of whom my mother is the sole
surviving child, was a daughter of Sir John Swinton of
Swinton, a family which produced many distinguished
warriors during the middle ages, and which, for anti-
quity and honourable alliances, may rank with any in
Biritain. My grandfather’s second wife was Miss
Mackay, by whom he had a second family, of whom
are now (1808) alive, Dr Daniel Rutherford, professor
of botany in the University of Edinburgh, and Misses
Janet and Christian Rutherford, amiable and accom-
plished women.

My father and mother had a very numerous family,
no fewer, Ibelieve, than twelve children, of whom many
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