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The Life of Sir Walter Scott, Vol. 1:
1771 - 1804
 
 
Preface.
 
In obedience to the instructions of Sir Walter Scott’s last
will, I had made some progress in a narrative of his
personal history, before there was discovered, in an old
cabinet at Abbotsford, an autobiographical fragment,
composed by him in 1808 shortly after the publication of
his Marmion.
 



This fortunate accident rendered it necessary that I should
altogether remodel the work which I had commenced. The
first Chapter of the following Memoirs consists of the
Ashestiel fragment; which gives a clear outline of his early
life down to the period of his call to the bar—July, 1792. All
the notes appended to this Chapter are also by himself.
They are in a handwriting very different from the text, and
seem, from various circumstances, to have been added in
1826.
 
It appeared to me, however, that the author’s modesty had
prevented him from telling the story of his youth with that
fulness of detail which would now satisfy the public. I have
therefore recast my own collections as to the period in
question, and presented the substance of them, in five
succeeding chapters, as illustrations of his too brief
autobiography. This procedure has been attended with
many obvious disadvantages; but I greatly preferred it to
printing the precious fragment in an Appendix.
 
I foresee that some readers may be apt to accuse me of
trenching upon delicacy in certain details of the sixth and
seventh chapters in this volume. Though the circumstances
there treated of had no trivial influence on Sir Walter
Scott’s history and character, I should have been inclined,
for many reasons, to omit them; but the choice was, in fact,
not left to me,—for they had been mentioned, and
misrepresented, in various preceding sketches of the Life
which I had undertaken to illustrate. Such being the case, I
considered it as my duty to tell the story truly and
intelligibly: but I trust I have avoided any unnecessary
disclosures: and, after all, there was nothing to disclose
that could have attached any sort of blame to any of the
parties concerned.
 



For the copious materials which the friends of Sir Walter
have placed at my disposal, I feel just gratitude.Several of
them are named in the course of the present volume; but I
must take this opportunity of expressing my sense of the
deep obligations under which I have been laid by the frank
communications, in particular, of William Clerk, Esq., of
Eldin,—John Irving, Esq., W.S.,—Sir Adam Ferguson,—
James Skene, Esq., of Rubislaw,—Patrick Murray, Esq., of
Simprim,—J. B. S. Morritt, Esq., of Rokeby,—William
Wordsworth, Esq.,—Robert Southey, Esq., Poet Laureate,—
Samuel Rogers, Esq.,—William Stewart Rose, Esq.,—Sir
Alexander Wood,—the Right Hon. the Lord Chief
Commissioner Adam,—the Right Hon. Sir William Rae,
Bart.,—the late Right Hon. Sir William Knighton, Bart.,—
the Right Hon. J. W. Croker,—Lord Jeffrey,—Sir Henry
Halford, Bart., G. C. H.,—the late Major-General Sir John
Malcolm, G.C.B.,—Sir Francis Chantrey, R.A.,—Sir David
Wilkie, R.A.,—Thomas Thomson, Esq., P.C.S.,—Charles
Kirkpatrick Sharpe, Esq.,—William Scott, of Raeburn, Esq.,
—John Scott, of Gala, Esq.,—Alexander Pringle, of
Whytbank, Esq., M.P.,—John Swinton, of Inverleith-place,
Esq.,—John Richardson, Esq., of Fludyer Street,—John
Murray, Esq., of Albemarle Street,—Robert Bruce, Esq.,
Sheriff of Argyle,—Robert Ferguson, Esq., M.D.,—G. P. R.
James, Esq.,—William Laidlaw, Esq., Robert Cadell, Esq.,
John Elliot Shortreed, Esq., Allan Cunningham, Esq., Claud
Russell, Esq.,—James Clarkson, Esq., of Melrose,—the late
James Ballantyne, Esq.,—Joseph Train, Esq.,—Adolphus
Ross, Esq., M.D.,—William Allan, Esq., R.A.,—Charles
Dumergue, Esq.,—Stephen Nicholson Barber, Esq.,—James
Slade, Esq.,—Mrs. Joanna Baillie,—Mrs. George Ellis,—Mrs.
Thomas Scott,—Mrs. Charles Carpenter,—Miss Russell of
Ashestiel,—Mrs. Sarah Nicholson,—Mrs. Duncan, Mertoun-
Manse,—the Right Hon. the Lady Polwarth,—and her sons,
Henry, Master of Polwarth, the Hon. and Rev. William, and
the Hon. Francis Scott.



 
I beg leave to acknowledge with equal thankfulness the
courtesy of the Rev. Dr Harwood, Thomas White, Esq., Mrs.
Thomson, and the Rev. Richard Garnett, all of Lichfield, and
the Rev. Thomas Henry White, of Glasgow, in forwarding to
me Sir Walter Scott’s early letters to Miss Seward: that of
the Lord Seaford, in intrusting me with those addressed to
his late cousin, George Ellis, Esq.: and the kind readiness
with which whatever papers in their possession could be
serviceable to my undertaking were supplied by the Duke
and Duchess of Buccleuch, and the Lord Montagu;—the
Countess-Duchess of Sutherland, and the Lord Francis
Egerton;—the Lord Viscount Sidmouth,—the Lord Bishop of
Llandaff,—the Right Hon. Sir Robert Peel, Bart.,—the Lady
Louisa Stuart,—the Hon. Mrs. Warrender, and the Hon.
Catharine Arden,—Lady Davy,—Miss Edgeworth,—Mrs.
Maclean Clephane, of Torloisk,—Mrs. Hughes, of Uffington,
—Mrs. Charles Richardson,—Mrs. Bartley;—Sir George
Mackenzie of Coul, Bart.,—the late Sir Francis Freeling,
Bart.,—Captain Sir Hugh Pigott, R.N.,—the late Sir William
Gell,—Sir Cuthbert Sharp,—the Very Rev. Principal Baird,—
the Rev. William Steven, of Rotterdam,—the late Rev. James
Mitchell, of Wooler,—Robert William Hay, Esq., lately Under
Secretary of State for the Colonial Department,—John
Borthwick, of Crookstone, Esq.,—John Cay, Esq., Sheriff of
Linlithgow,—Captain Basil Hall, R.N.,—Thomas Crofton
Croker, Esq.,—Henry Cheney, Esq.,—Alexander Young,
Esq., of Harburn—A. J. Valpy, Esq.,—James Maidment, Esq.,
Advocate,—the late Donald Gregory, Esq.,—Robert
Johnston, Esq., of Edinburgh,—J. J. Masquerier, Esq., of
Brighton,—Owen Rees, Esq., of Paternoster Row,—William
Miller, Esq., formerly of Albemarle Street,—David Laing,
Esq., of Edinburgh,—and John Smith the Youngest, Esq., of
Glasgow.
 
J. G. Lockhart.



 
London, December 20, 1836.
 
 
 
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 contemporaries 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 permitted, without an
extraordinary degree of vanity, to take the precaution of
recording a few leading circumstances (they do not merit
the name of events) of a very quiet and uniform life—that,
should my literary reputation 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.
 
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 anything peculiar in my
own moral character which could render such development
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 attained, 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
struggle of feelings which rose up against the unjust
decrees of fortune. Yet, although I cannot tell of difficulties
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 improved, for the
regulation of their own minds, or the training those of
others.
 
* I 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 pretensions, since I have been readily received in
the first circles in Britain. But 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 company than my birth warranted.—[1826].
 
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. According 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. He 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
unblemished 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. But he took arms, and
intrigued in their cause, until he lost all he had in the
world, and, as I have heard, run a narrow risk of being
hanged, had it not been for the interference of Anne,
Duchess of Buccleuch and Monmouth. Beardie’s elder
brother, William Scott of Raeburn, my great-granduncle,
was killed about the age of twenty-one, in a duel 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



Raeburn. He also managed 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 Blythswood.
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 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. Robert 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-Knowe Tower 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



£40, 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 galloping 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 shepherd. 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 horsemen of his time,
attended John Scott of Harden’s hounds on this game
horse, and displayed him to such advantage that he sold
him for double the original price. The farm was now
stocked in earnest; and the rest of my grandfather’s career
was that of successful industry. He was one of the first who
were active in the cattle trade, afterwards 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 matters, that he was the general referee in
all points of dispute 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.*
 
* The present Lord Haddington, and other gentlemen
conversant with the south country, remember my



grandfather well. He was a line alert figure, and wore a
jockey cap over his grey hair. [1826].
 
Robert Scott of Sandy-Knowe, married, in 1728, Barbara
Haliburton, daughter of Thomas Haliburton of Newmains,
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, 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 prevented 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 £3000), and my father, who might
have purchased it with ease, was dissuaded 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 educated 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 gratitude. 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 doctrines 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 others, uncle Toby
himself could not have 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 commission of bankruptcy, as the case
happened. But they are gone to a different accounting, and
it would be ungenerous 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
employment 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 administer to
their necessities from what the young heir had destined
exclusively to his pleasures. This ready discharge 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 theoretically, 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
fallacious; his manners were rather formal, but full of
genuine kindness, especially when exercising the duties of
hospitality. His general habits were not only temperate, but
severely abstemious; but upon a festival occasion, 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. I suspect 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 considered as peculiarly exposed to danger
during the later years of his life. He had much of ancient
Scottish prejudice respecting the forms of marriages,
funerals, christenings, and so forth, and was always vexed
at any neglect of etiquette upon such occasions. As his
education 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 observation;
and his remarks upon times and manners often exhibited
strong traits of practical though untaught philosophy. Let
me conclude this sketch, which I am unconscious of having
overcharged, with a few lines written by the late Mrs.
Cockburn* upon the subject. They 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.”
 
* Mrs. Cockburn (born Miss Rutherford of Fairnalie) was
the authoress of the beautiful song
“I have seen the smiling
Of fortune beguiling.” [1826].
 
In [April, 1758] my father married Anne Rutherford, eldest
daughter of Dr John Rutherford, professor of medicine 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 distinguished for
professional talent, for lively wit, and for literary
acquirements. Dr Rutherford was twice married. 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 antiquity and honourable alliances,
may rank with any in Britain. 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
accomplished women.
 
My father and mother had a very numerous family, no
fewer, I believe, than twelve children, of whom many were
highly promising, though only five survived very early
youth. My eldest brother (that is, the eldest whom I
remember to have seen) was Robert Scott, so called after
my uncle, of whom I shall have much to say hereafter. He



was bred in the King’s service, under Admiral, then Captain
William Dickson, and was in most of Rodney’s battles. His
temper was bold and haughty, and to me was often
checkered with what I felt to be capricious tyranny. In
other respects I loved him much, for he had a strong turn
for literature, read poetry with taste and judgment, and
composed verses himself which had gained him great
applause among his messmates. Witness the following
elegy upon the supposed loss of the vessel, composed the
night before Rodney’s celebrated battle of April the 12th,
1782. It alludes to the various amusements of his mess.—
 
“No more the geese shall cackle on the poop,
No more the bagpipe through the orlop sound,
No more the midshipmen, a jovial group,
Shall toast the girls, and push the bottle round.
In death’s dark road at anchor fast they stay,
Till Heaven’s loud signal shall in thunder roar,
Then starting up, all hands shall quick obey,
Sheet home the topsail, and with speed unmoor.”
 
Robert sung agreeably (a virtue which was never seen in
me) understood the mechanical arts, and when in good
humour, could regale us with many a tale of bold adventure
and narrow escapes. When in bad humour, however, he
gave us a practical taste of what was then man-of-war’s
discipline, and kicked and cuffed without mercy. I have
often thought how he might have distinguished himself had
he continued in the navy until the present times, so
glorious for nautical exploit. But the peace of Paris cut off
all hopes of promotion for those who had not great interest;
and some disgust which his proud spirit had taken at harsh
usage from a superior officer combined to throw poor
Robert into the East India Company’s service, for which his
habits were ill adapted. He made two voyages to the East,
and died a victim to the climate in . . .



 
John Scott, my second brother, is about three years older
than me. He addicted himself to the military service, and is
now brevet-major in the 73d regiment.*
 
* He was this year made major of the second battalion, by
the kind intercession of Mr. Canning at the War-Office 1809
He retired from the army, and kept house with my mother.
His health was totally broken, and he died, yet a young
man, on 8th May, 1816.—[1826].
 
I had an only sister, Anne Scott, who seemed to be from her
cradle the butt for mischance to shoot arrows at. Her
childhood was marked by perilous escapes from the most
extraordinary accidents. Among others, I remember an
iron-railed door leading into the area in the centre of
George’s Square being closed by the wind, while her
fingers were betwixt the hasp and staple. Her hand was
thus locked in, and must have been smashed to pieces, had
not the bones of her fingers been remarkably slight and
thin. As it was, the hand was cruelly mangled. On another
occasion she was nearly drowned in a pond, or old quarry-
hole, in what was then called Brown’s Park, on the south
side of the square. But the most unfortunate accident, and
which, though it happened while she was only six years old,
proved the remote cause of her death, was her cap
accidentally taking fire. The child was alone in the room,
and before assistance could be obtained, her head was
dreadfully scorched. After a lingering and dangerous
illness, she recovered—but never to enjoy perfect health.
The slightest cold occasioned swellings in her face, and
other indications of a delicate constitution. At length, in
[1801], poor Anne was taken ill, and died after a very short
interval. Her temper, like that of her brothers, was peculiar,
and in her, perhaps, it showed more odd, from the habits of
indulgence which her nervous illnesses had formed. But



she was at heart an affectionate and kind girl, neither void
of talent nor of feeling, though living in an ideal world
which she had framed to herself by the force of
imagination. Anne was my junior by about a year.
 
A year lower in the list was my brother Thomas Scott, who
is still alive.*
 
* Poor Tom, a man of infinite humour and excellent parts,
pursued for some time my father’s profession; but he was
unfortunate, from engaging in speculations respecting
farms and matters out of the line of his proper business. He
afterwards became paymaster of the 70th regiment, and
died in Canada. Tom married Elizabeth, a daughter of the
family of M’Culloch of Ardwell, an ancient Galwegian stock,
by whom he left a son, Walter Scott, now second lieutenant
of engineers in the East India Company’s service, Bombay,
and three daughters—Jessie, married to Lieutenant-Colonel
Huxley; 2, Anne; 3, Eliza—the two last still unmarried.—
[1826].
 
Last, and most unfortunate of our family, was my youngest
brother Daniel. With the same aversion to labour, or rather,
I should say, the same determined indolence that marked
us all, he had neither the vivacity of intellect which
supplies the want of diligence, nor the pride which renders
the most detested labour better than dependence or
contempt. His career was as unfortunate as might be
augured from such an unhappy combination, and after
various unsuccessful attempts to establish himself in life,
he died on his return from the West Indies, in [July 1806],
 
Having premised so much of my family, I return to my own
story. I was born, as I believe, on the 15th August, 1771, in
a house belonging to my father, at the head of the College
Wynd. It was pulled down, with others, to make room for



the northern front of the new College. I was an
uncommonly healthy child, but had nearly died in
consequence of my first nurse being ill of a consumption, a
circumstance which she chose to conceal, though to do so
was murder to both herself and me. She went privately to
consult Dr Black, the celebrated professor of chemistry,
who put my father on his guard. The woman was dismissed,
and I was consigned to a healthy peasant, who is still alive
to boast of her laddie being what she calls a grand
gentleman. I showed every sign of health and strength until
I was about eighteen months old. One night, I have been
often told, I showed great reluctance to be caught and put
to bed, and after being chased about the room, was
apprehended and consigned to my dormitory with some
difficulty. It was the last time I was to show such personal
agility. In the morning I was discovered to be affected with
the fever which often accompanies the cutting of large
teeth. It held me three days. On the fourth, when they went
to bathe me as usual, they discovered that I had lost the
power of my right leg. My grandfather, an excellent
anatomist as well as physician, the late worthy Alexander
Wood, and many others of the most respectable of the
faculty, were consulted. There appeared to be no
dislocation or sprain; blisters and other topical remedies
were applied in vain. When the efforts of regular physicians
had been exhausted, without the slightest success, my
anxious parents, during the course of many years, eagerly
grasped at every prospect of cure which was held out by
the promise of empirics, or of ancient ladies or gentlemen
who conceived themselves entitled to recommend various
remedies, some of which were of a nature sufficiently
singular. But the advice of my grandfather, Dr Rutherford,
that I should be sent to reside in the country, to give the
chance of natural exertion, excited by free air and liberty,
was first resorted to, and before I have the recollection of



the slightest event, I was, agreeably to this friendly
counsel, an inmate in the farm-house of Sandy-Knowe.
 
An odd incident is worth recording. It seems my mother
had sent a maid to take charge of me, that I might be no
inconvenience in the family. But the damsel sent on that
important mission had left her heart behind her, in the
keeping of some wild fellow, it is likely, who had done and
said more to her than he was like to make good. She
became extremely desirous to return to Edinburgh, and as
my mother made a point of her remaining where she was,
she contracted a sort of hatred at poor me, as the cause of
her being detained at Sandy-Knowe. This rose, I suppose,
to a sort of delirious affection, for she confessed to old
Alison Wilson, the housekeeper, that she had carried me up
to the Craigs, meaning, under a strong temptation of the
Devil, to cut my throat with her scissors, and bury me in
the moss. Alison instantly took possession of my person,
and took care that her confidant should not be subject to
any farther temptation, so far as I was concerned. She was
dismissed, of course, and I have heard became afterwards a
lunatic.
 
It is here at Sandy-Knowe, in the residence of my paternal
grandfather, already mentioned, that I have the first
consciousness of existence; and I recollect distinctly that
my situation and appearance were a little whimsical.
Among the odd remedies recurred to to aid my lameness,
some one had recommended that so often as a sheep was
killed for the use of the family, I should be stripped, and
swathed up in the skin warm as it was flayed from the
carcass of the animal. In this Tartar-like habiliment I well
remember lying upon the floor of the little parlour in the
farm-house, while my grandfather, a venerable old man
with white hair, used every excitement to make me try to
crawl. I also distinctly remember the late Sir George



MacDougal of Makerstoun, father of the present Sir Henry
Hay MacDougal, joining in this kindly attempt. He was, God
knows how,* a relation of ours, and I still recollect him in
his old fashioned military habit (he had been colonel of the
Greys), with a small cocked hat, deeply laced, an
embroidered scarlet waistcoat, and a light-coloured coat,
with milk-white locks tied in a military fashion, kneeling on
the ground before me, and dragging his watch along the
carpet to induce me to follow it. The benevolent old soldier
and the infant wrapped in his sheepskin would have
afforded an odd group to uninterested spectators. This
must have happened about my third year, for Sir George
MacDougal and my grandfather both died shortly after that
period.
 
* He was a second cousin of my grandfather’s. Isobel
MacDougal, wife of Walter, the first Laird of Raeburn, and
mother of Walter Scott, called Beardie, was grand aunt, I
take it, to the late Sir George MacDougal. There was
always great friendship between us and the Makerston
family. It singularly happened that at the burial of the late
Sir Henry MacDougal, my cousin William Scott younger of
Raeburn, and I myself were the nearest blood-relations
present, although our connexion was of so old a date, and
ranked as pall-bearers accordingly. [1826].
 
My grandmother continued for some years to take charge
of the farm, assisted by my father’s second brother, Mr.
Thomas Scott, who resided at Crailing, as factor or land-
steward for Mr. Scott of Danesfield, then proprietor of that
estate.* This was during the heat of the American war, and
I remember being as anxious on my uncle’s weekly visits
(for we heard news at no other time) to hear of the defeat
of Washington, as if I had had some deep and personal
cause of antipathy to him. I know not how this was
combined with a very strong prejudice in favour of the



Stuart family, which I had originally imbibed from the songs
and tales of the Jacobites. This latter political propensity
was deeply confirmed by the stories told in my hearing of
the cruelties exercised in the executions at Carlisle, and in
the Highlands, after the battle of Culloden. One or two of
our own distant relations had fallen on that occasion, and I
remember detesting the name of Cumberland with more
than infant hatred. Mr. Curle, farmer at Yetbyre, husband of
one of my aunts, had been present at their execution; and it
was probably from him that I first heard these tragic tales
which made so great an impression on me. The local
information, which I conceive had some share in forming
my future taste and pursuits, I derived from the old songs
and tales which then formed the amusement of a retired
country family. My grandmother, in whose youth the old
Border depredations were matter of recent tradition, used
to tell me many a tale of Watt of Harden, Wight Willie of
Aikwood, Jamie Tellfer of the fair Dodhead, and other
heroes—merrymen all of the persuasion and calling of
Robin Hood and Little John. A more recent hero, but not of
less note, was the celebrated Diel of Littledean, whom she
well remembered, as he had married her mother’s sister. Of
this extraordinary person I learned many a story, grave and
gay, comic and warlike. Two or three old books which lay in
the window-seat were explored for my amusement in the
tedious winter days. Automathes and Ramsay’s Tea-table
Miscellany were my favourites, although at a later period
an odd volume of Josephus’s Wars of the Jews divided my
partiality.
 
* My uncle afterwards resided at Elliston, and then took
from Mr. Cornelius Elliot the estate of Woollee. Finally, he
retired to Monklaw, in the neighbourhood of Jedburgh,
where he died, 1823, at the advanced age of ninety years,
and in full possession of his faculties. It was a fine thing to



hear him talk over the change of the country which he had
witnessed.—[1826].
 
My kind and affectionate aunt, Miss Janet Scott, whose
memory will ever be dear to me, used to read these works
to me with admirable patience, until I could repeat long
passages by heart. The ballad of Hardyknute I was early
master of, to the great annoyance of almost our only visitor,
the worthy clergyman of the parish, Dr Duncan, who had
not patience to have a sober chat interrupted by my
shouting forth this ditty. Methinks I now see his tall thin
emaciated figure, his legs cased in clasped gambadoes, and
his face of a length that would have rivalled the Knight of
La Mancha’s, and hear him exclaiming, “One may as well
speak in the mouth of a cannon as where that child is.”
With this little acidity, which was natural to him, he was a
most excellent and benevolent man, a gentleman in every
feeling, and altogether different from those of his order
who cringe at the tables of the gentry, or domineer and riot
at those of the yeomanry. In his youth he had been chaplain
in the family of Lord Marchmont—had seen Pope—and
could talk familiarly of many characters who had survived
the Augustan age of Queen Anne. Though valetudinary, he
lived to be nearly ninety, and to welcome to Scotland his
son, Colonel William Duncan, who, with the highest
character for military and civil merit, had made a
considerable fortune in India. In [1795], a few days before
his death, I paid him a visit, to enquire after his health. I
found him emaciated to the last degree, wrapped in a
tartan night-gown, and employed with all the activity of
health and youth in correcting a history of the Revolution,
which he intended should be given to the public when he
was no more. He read me several passages with a voice
naturally strong, and which the feelings of an author then
raised above the depression of age and declining health. I
begged him to spare this fatigue, which could not but injure



his health. His answer was remarkable, “I know,” he said,
“that I cannot survive a fortnight—and what signifies an
exertion that can at worst only accelerate my death a few
days?” I marvelled at the composure of this reply, for his
appearance sufficiently vouched the truth of his prophecy,
and rode home to my uncle’s (then my abode), musing what
there could be in the spirit of authorship that could inspire
its votaries with the courage of martyrs. He died within less
than the period he assigned—with which event I close my
digression.
 
I was in my fourth year when my father was advised that
the Bath waters might be of some advantage to my
lameness. My affectionate aunt, although such a journey
promised to a person of her retired habits any thing but
pleasure or amusement, undertook as readily to accompany
me to the wells of Bladud, as if she had expected all the
delight that ever the prospect of a watering-place held out
to its most impatient visitants. My health was by this time a
good deal confirmed by the country air, and the influence of
that imperceptible and unfatiguing exercise to which the
good sense of my grandfather had subjected me; for when
the day was fine, I was usually carried out and laid down
beside the old shepherd, among the crags or rocks round
which he fed his sheep. The impatience of a child soon
inclined me to struggle with my infirmity, and I began by
degrees to stand, to walk, and to run. Although the limb
affected was much shrunk and contracted, my general
health, which was of more importance, was much
strengthened by being frequently in the open air, and, in a
word, I who in a city had probably been condemned to
hopeless and helpless decrepitude, was now a healthy,
high-spirited, and, my lameness apart, a sturdy child—non
sine diis animosus infans.
 



We went to London by sea, and it may gratify the curiosity
of minute biographers to learn, that our voyage was
performed in the Duchess of Buccleuch, Captain Beatson,
master. At London we made a short stay, and saw some of
the common shows exhibited to strangers. When, twenty-
five years afterwards, I visited the Tower of London and
Westminster Abbey, I was astonished to find how accurate
my recollections of these celebrated places of visitation
proved to be, and I have ever since trusted more implicitly
to my juvenile reminiscences. At Bath, where I lived about
a year, I went through all the usual discipline of the pump-
room and baths, but I believe without the least advantage
to my lameness. During my residence at Bath, I acquired
the rudiments of reading at a day-school, kept by an old
dame near our lodgings, and I had never a more regular
teacher, although I think I did not attend her a quarter of a
year. An occasional lesson from my aunt supplied the rest.
Afterwards, when grown a big boy, I had a few lessons from
Mr. Stalker of Edinburgh, and finally from the Rev. Mr.
Clure. But I never acquired a just pronunciation, nor could
I read with much propriety.
 
In other respects my residence at Bath is marked by very
pleasing recollections. The venerable John Home, author of
Douglas, was then at the watering-place, and paid much
attention to my aunt and to me. His wife, who has survived
him, was then an invalid, and used to take the air in her
carriage on the Downs, when I was often invited to
accompany her. But the most delightful recollections of
Bath are dated after the arrival of my uncle, Captain Robert
Scott, who introduced me to all the little amusements
which suited my age, and, above all, to the theatre. The
play was As You Like It; and the witchery of the whole
scene is alive in my mind at this moment. I made, I believe,
noise more than enough, and remember being so much
scandalized at the quarrel between Orlando and his brother



in the first scene, that I screamed out, “A’ n’t they
brothers?” A few weeks’ residence at home convinced me,
who had till then been an only child in the house of my
grandfather, that a quarrel between brothers was a very
natural event.
 
The other circumstances I recollect of my residence in Bath
are but trifling, yet I never recall them without a feeling of
pleasure. The beauties of the parade (which of them I know
not), with the river Avon winding around it, and the lowing
of the cattle from the opposite hills, are warm in my
recollection, and are only rivalled by the splendours of a
toy-shop somewhere near the Orange Grove. I had
acquired, I know not by what means, a kind of superstitious
terror for statuary of all kinds. No ancient Iconoclast or
modern Calvinist could have looked on the outside of the
abbey church (if I mistake not, the principal church at Bath
is so called) with more horror than the image of Jacob’s
Ladder, with all its angels, presented to my infant eye. My
uncle effectually combated my terrors, and formally
introduced me to a statue of Neptune, which perhaps still
keeps guard at the side of the Avon, where a pleasure boat
crosses to Spring Gardens.
 
After being a year at Bath, I returned first to Edinburgh,
and afterwards for a season to Sandy-Knowe; and thus the
time whiled away till about my eighth year, when it was
thought sea-bathing might be of service to my lameness.
 
For this purpose, still under my aunt’s protection, I
remained some weeks at Prestonpans, a circumstance not
worth mentioning, excepting to record my juvenile intimacy
with an old military veteran, Dalgetty by name, who had
pitched his tent in that little village, after all his campaigns
subsisting upon an ensign’s half-pay, though called by
courtesy a Captain. As this old gentleman, who had been in



all the German wars, found very few to listen to his tales of
military feats, he formed a sort of alliance with me, and I
used invariably to attend him for the pleasure of hearing
those communications. Sometimes our conversation turned
on the American war, which was then raging. It was about
the time of Burgoyne’s unfortunate expedition, to which my
Captain and I augured different conclusions. Somebody had
showed me a map of North America, and, struck with the
rugged appearance of the country, and the quantity of
lakes, I expressed some doubts on the subject of the
General’s arriving safely at the end of his journey, which
were very indignantly refuted by the Captain. The news of
the Saratoga disaster, while it gave me a little triumph,
rather shook my intimacy with the veteran.*
 
* Besides this veteran, I found another ally at Prestonpans,
in the person of George Constable, an old friend of my
father’s, educated to the law, but retired upon his
independent property, and generally residing near Dundee.
He had many of those peculiarities of temper which long
afterwards I tried to develope in the character of Jonathan
Oldbuck. It is very odd, that though I am unconscious of
any thing in which I strictly copied the manners of my old
friend, the resemblance was nevertheless detected by
George Chalmers, Esq., solicitor, London, an old friend,
both of my father and Mr. Constable, and who affirmed to
my late friend, Lord Kinedder, that I must needs be the
author of the Antiquary, since he recognised the portrait of
George Constable. But my friend George was not so
decided an enemy to womankind as his representative
Monkbarns. On the contrary, I rather suspect that he had a
tendresse for my Aunt Jenny, who even then was a most
beautiful woman, though somewhat advanced in life. To the
close of her life, she had the finest eyes and teeth I ever
saw, and though she could be sufficiently sharp when she
had a mind, her general behaviour was genteel and



ladylike. However this might be, I derived a great deal of
curious information from George Constable, both at this
early period, and afterwards. He was constantly
philandering about my aunt, and of course very kind to me.
He was the first person who told me about Falstaff and
Hotspur, and other characters in Shakspeare. What idea I
annexed to them I know not, but I must have annexed
some, for I remember quite well being interested on the
subject. Indeed, I rather suspect that children derive
impulses of a powerful and important kind in hearing
things which they cannot entirely comprehend; and
therefore, that to write down to children’s understanding is
a mistake; set them on the scent, and let them puzzle it out.
To return to George Constable, I knew him well at a much
later period. He used always to dine at my father’s house of
a Sunday, and was authorized to turn the conversation out
of the austere and Calvinistic tone, which it usually
maintained on that day, upon subjects of history or auld
langsyne. He remembered the forty-five, and told many
excellent stories, all with a strong dash of a peculiar
caustic humour.
 
George’s sworn ally as a brother antiquary was John
Davidson, then Keeper of the Signet; and I remember his
flattering and compelling me to go to dine there. A writer’s
apprentice with the Keeper cf the Signet, whose least
officer kept us in order! It was an awful event. Thither,
however, I went with some secret expectation of a scantling
of good claret. Mr. D. had a son whose taste inclined him to
the army, to which his father, who had designed him for the
bar, gave a most unwilling consent. He was at this time a
young officer, and he and I, leaving the two seniors to
proceed in their chat as they pleased, never once opened
our mouths either to them or each other. The Pragmatic
Sanction happened unfortunately to become the theme of
their conversation, when Constable said in jest, “Now, John,



I’ll wad you a plack that neither of these two lads ever
heard of the Pragmatic Sanction.”—“Not heard of the
Pragmatic Sanction! “said John Davidson; “I would like to
see that;” and with a voice of thunder, he asked his son the
fatal question. As young D. modestly allowed he knew
nothing about it, his father drove him from the table in a
rage, and I absconded during the confusion; nor could
Constable ever bring me back again to his friend
Davidson’s. [1826].
 
From Prestonpans I was transported back to my father’s
house in George’s Square, which continued to be my most
established place of residence, until my marriage in 1797. I
felt the change from being a single indulged brat, to
becoming a member of a large family, very severely; for
under the gentle government of my kind grandmother, who
was meekness itself, and of my aunt, who, though of an
higher temper, was exceedingly attached to me, I had
acquired a degree of license which could not be permitted
in a large family. I had sense enough, however, to bend my
temper to my new circumstances; but such was the agony
which I internally experienced, that I have guarded against
nothing more in the education of my own family, than
against their acquiring habits of self-willed caprice and
domination. I found much consolation during this period of
mortification in the partiality of my mother. She joined to a
light and happy temper of mind a strong turn to study
poetry and works of imagination. She was sincerely devout,
but her religion was, as became her sex, of a cast less
austere than my father’s. Still, the discipline of the
Presbyterian Sabbath was severely strict, and I think
injudiciously so. Although Bunyan’s Pilgrim, Gesner’s Death
of Abel, Rowe’s Letters, and one or two other books, which,
for that reason, I still have a favour for, were admitted to
relieve the gloom of one dull sermon succeeding to another



—there was far too much tedium annexed to the duties of
the day; and in the end it did none of us any good.
 
My week-day tasks were more agreeable. My lameness and
my solitary habits had made me a tolerable reader, and my
hours of leisure were usually spent in reading aloud to my
mother Pope’s translation of Homer, which, excepting a few
traditionary ballads, and the songs in Allan Ramsay’s
Evergreen, was the first poetry which I perused. My mother
had good natural taste and great feeling: she used to make
me pause upon those passages which expressed generous
and worthy sentiments, and if she could not divert me from
those which were descriptive of battle and tumult, she
contrived at least to divide my attention between them. My
own enthusiasm, however, was chiefly awakened by the
wonderful and the terrible—the common taste of children,
but in which I have remained a child even unto this day. I
got by heart, not as a task, but almost without intending it,
the passages with which I was most pleased, and used to
recite them aloud, both when alone and to others—more
willingly, however, in my hours of solitude, for I had
observed some auditors smile, and I dreaded ridicule at
that time of life more than I have ever done since.
 
In [1779] I was sent to the second class of the Grammar
School, or High School of Edinburgh, then taught by Mr.
Luke Fraser, a good Latin scholar and a very worthy man.
Though I had received, with my brothers, in private,
lessons of Latin from Mr. James French, now a minister of
the Kirk of Scotland, I was nevertheless rather behind the
class in which I was placed both in years and in progress.
This was a real disadvantage, and one to which a boy of
lively temper and talents ought to be as little exposed as
one who might be less expected to make up his lee-way, as
it is called. The situation has the unfortunate effect of
reconciling a boy of the former character (which in a


