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A NOVELIST'S TRAINING
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A TALK

H

CROCKETT AT PENICUIK.

MR.

S. K. CROCKETT.

(From a photograph by J. Moffat, Edinburgh.)

|HE railway journey from Edinburgh
to Penicuik is longer than the
S b ?a scheme of the universe seems to

have designed. The line mukes so
unconscionable a sweep round as to cause
the train to take fifty minutes to cover
a distance which is little over nine miles by
road. In amends, the traveller finds him-
self embarked upon a country which is always
interesting, and which offers scenes of extreme
beauty on a winter’s day, like that on which
I lately made the journey for the purpose of
visiting Mr. Crockett. You circle widely
round the broad base of Arthur's Seat, below
the couchant lion that keeps eternal watch
over the royal city. A glimpse of the sea is
gained at Portobello, where the old sailor
once built his lonely house, and named it
after the most famous of his baules, and
where now long rows of villus, plain and
coloured, bear witness to the thriving con-
dition of the Gravesend of Scotland.  Then
the snow-clad ficlds begin to open out white
and bare on cither side. On the one hand,
the long and picturesque range of the Pent-
lands rears itself into the wintry sky ; on the
other, tall chimneys and pit-head buildings

testify to the mineral wealth of Lothian.
Later, one comes to the region of the Esk,
and the wayside stations boast names as
familiar to the lettered traveller as Rosslyn
Castle and ““classic Hawthornden.” None
of Drummond’s roses are blooming now, but
the famous chapel where the St. Clairs rest
is conspicuous on the hillside, until it is hidden
by the slope of a cutting. Directly after, one
is reminded of changed times by entering the
long shed which has been erected over the
line to safeguard the Rosslyn powder-works
from inconvenient sparks ; and in a very few
mninutes more the train comes to the end of
its journey in the little terminal station of
Penicuik.

It is not far to the house where Mr.
Crockett has lived since he found the Free
Church Manse too small to hold him. Bank
House is little more than the length of its
avenue from the station : a good substantial
country house, pretentious to little more than
comfort, but strong in that. A tiny breok
gurgles and bickers beside you as vou pick
your way up the narrow path that is swept
in the avenue, .mclliu 2 moment more you
rencw  your acquaintance with the walrm,
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You wonder why ? Well. |

m( mysell, you know
Iy reoollections of that
: Many years ago a certaim editor.
had been donng some work, aked
10 go and see a politic an of the sexond
£t his views on some matter of
the moment —a Queen's Speech,
1 went off—this was in the days
lerview.ng was common. | found
leman just coming out of his big
et End manwon, and made my request
:q,l won't tell you anything : go away !
saind, fn s i those words

i1
U

f
3

:
in

1

-

3 back 10 mv oditor,
revolving thoughts of murder s
or suicide in my mind " 7

*“Murder for choe?™ 1

m.a, and Mr. Crockett ,
“The editor cursed and '

swore horribly. (This was

ol course in the olden

time, long age Editors

are milder mannered men I

vow) He declared thm
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* man that conld et get such a simple

"‘”" IRt wan of e use 16 him, and sent
e ABhout Since then, | have
ied never to be unkind to m mterviewer.”

I wish svery public man bad had the
e ervperienee.” | wid feehingly “ But
e reanlt of voue good nature = that o8
the Ewrs of pour il are pretty well known
You were horn and Brought wp in Cralloway
meng the (gnmrnniann_ I know Tell me
the wlient features of your sarly hfe, will
you 7

P meas

Why, the most impartant influences in
" were these, s Far as one can indicate the
facts of a2 dosen years in # few sentences
First, 1 should count the extreme strictness
of our education The Cameronians were
the theological aristocracy of the Galloway
(nuntr‘\'ﬂde, s o Qp{'ﬂk‘; and thr.!wn 3 4
three families of whom we consisted mired
httle with the laxer brethren round about
Amusements were almost all tubooed : to
this day | find it difficult not to look on
cards, for instance, a8 sinful. Besides, | éan’t
play. Even ‘hLight hiterature ' was not allowed,
and | had to read Scott and Shak espeare on
the sly. | told you once before how the late
Professor Clerk Maxwell found me lying on
the muir and reading Shakespeare, and gave
me two half.crowns in rewasrd of my good

i

o SEHI RIS S e 2 o



A Noverrsr's Tr

taste. Now [ ha i
+ Nave noticed that J
boys of the village, who were i
zgo;;ar;); IE)Vells uis'they chose, preferred * The

ngland,” and I make |jtt]

Z e doubt
Elom:hI' ovae my early taste for good literature
h IS fact that it was ‘stolen waters.! In
ot tla(xi'~esse|1t1nls my training was ideal. [
(éou talk to you for hours about my old
“ameronian grandfather, with the overween-
INg passion for justice that dominated his life,
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noney in the matter when [ tell you that
for the whole time [ was there my living
€xXpenses averaged nine shillings a week—
three for rooms and six for food, eked out
by a cheese and a bag of meal from home.
[ can show you my account-books still to
prove it." :

({15 ‘ ;
‘\'l'ul then you went up to Oxford, dida't
you ?

“Yes ; but not to stay. [ had.an idea “of

MR. CROCKETT'S LIBKARY. .
(From a photograph by J. Moffat, Edinburgh,)

I hope to put that beautiful character in one
of my books, if I can do it well enough.”

“And then you went to school to Castle
Douglas ? "

“Yes; I owe a heavy debt to my master
there, John Cowper. An Aberdeen and Lon-
don graduate, and a sound scholar—a ‘dominie’
in all things of the true old type—he gave
me a grounding in classics that has done me
good service, besides teaching me the far
more useful lessons that come from a noble
life. I took a bursary at Edinburgh Uni-
versity straight from his teaching, and went
up there when I was fifteen. It was a pretty
hard life, but a healthy and enjoyable one.
You may guess that there wasn't overmuch

‘keeping -myself there as an unattached stu-

dent ; but by good fortune I had an intro.
duction to the Head of one of the great
colleges, who shall be nameless. He changed
my mind for me.” %

“ How did you find that gentleman ? He
could be disagreeable enough on occasion [
understand ? :

“Oh, yes! but I think he was never any-
thing but pleasant to the poor amongst us.
He was very kind to me. *We shall do vou
no good here,’ he said to me plainly. ¢ What
you want is a travelling tutorship’ And he
got me one at once : first a young American,
and then a Ward in Chancery.  With them
[ went all over Europe. I have visited every
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shidl c‘:in;m hardly inmging
. SUppose vou will
Your travels one day 7
e b aAM going to use them
Stone . 3 -
o m\jkg’o:)fky};' mcan lh:\t.. For inst:mcc,
y that is coming t sh f
there is a tale—s St. Lucy of gzl f)l}: : ’ml!)
which I have worked in ‘}1 curio“— e ]‘—m
clergymen that we me s
Wal s1 il
¢nsian minister, the ot}}ller the Catholic
y age. ¢ priest com-
Plained that his parishi%ners woulra onlyC (p?:)
their dues when the fear of death was upon
them in a sickly season ; while the minister's
flock only cashed up when Communion-time
approached.  So to keep things at a fair
average, the two men—who were excellent
friends in private, but bitter foes in the strect
—had hit on the device of pooling all their
drawings.and dividing the proceeds | Smart,
eh? Now, thereare hundreds of incidents like
that that one can always work up into stories.”
“Quite s0,” I said. “But was all your
travelliug done in this luxurious style ? “Did
you -never rough ‘it” sufficiently to get down

a better one," ]
tell us all about

as backgrounds

to the bed-rock of life ? ” : ,

“Oh, dear, yes! For example, one of my
ventures, when I had some spare cash in
hand, was to hire three Orkney fishermen
to take me across to Norway with them
in their open boat in the depth of winter.
That was rough enough, I think. Then I
went up farther north, on my own account.
The things I saw then I have it in mind to
use, as thus: I am going to write a novel
about a young Scots adventurer who leaves
his home and goes up with one of the early
Arctic explorers—like Hendrik Hudson, you
know, two or three centuries ago. It is
much easier to throw one’s self into the past
in the far north, I find, or in Morocco, for
instance, than here—there is practically no
change with the centuries such as occurs in
civilisation.”

“But how did you come to go into the
Church ?° This does not sound like the train-
ing of a minister, if one may say so. And you
are a layman again now, aren’t you? "

“ My going into the Church)’ said Mr,
Crockett, as he sought for pictures in the
fire, “was the result of a sudden impulse
working on such an early training as 1 have
described. T was consumed at the time with

in Ttaly. Onewasa .

g T RAINING.

?]:“ddcn desire to do all T could to hclp
it PU”P'C—-cspcc:l:llly those of them who
are down in this world, And 1 could not
See that it was possible for a man standing
vone Lo do anything of much importance ;
\\"hcrc:m in a great organisation  like  the
Church he aets with the weight of all the
centuries and all the brethren at his hack.
hat was my dctermining motive. Now |
have become” a layman again, because 1 feél
that T am able to do a different work, and
can do more gond as a free Jance once more.
But, as you know, I am just where 1 was, so
far as unity with the Church in honest bulief
is concernced. I have just gone down into the
ranks again—that isall. I shall always bethe
most loyal helper and hearer of the man who
is choscn to fill the place that 1 have had to
resign.  But I shall preach no more, except
in my books ; and not obviously in them, I
hope, for you know I don’t approve of that
kind of thing. The novel with a purpose is
an artistic crime.” , .
‘“And how did you become a novelist ?
Was that a sudden impulse too ? ”
“Something very like it,”’ said Mr. Crockett,
smiling, “only this time the impulse came
from outside. }( used to write articles regularly
for a paper called the Cihristian Leader, of
Glasgow. One day—I'mm bad at dates, but it
was in 1891, I think—I got a telegram asking
me to supply a leading article in a great hurry
on the duties of a minister. Oh, I make no
doubt it would have been a most moral and
improving article! But I had not time to
write it. In my despair the thought occurred
to me of throwing my ideas into the shape of
a story, and I wrote what purported to be
the account of a typical minister’s day’s work.
It caught on, and the owner of the Leader
asked me to write a story every week, whence
arose ! The Stickit Minister,’ or * The Crockett
_Minister) by Stickit, under which name 1
am told worthy people ask for it. The
success of these stories opened up a new line
of work to me, and you know what I have
done since.” |
“You have never had any trouble since
then about finding a market for your work,
I believe ? ¥
“No; not since the success of my first
volume. I had one curious experience, though,
with it. Before 1 offered it to my pub-
lisher I tried it on a Scottish firm. 1
had better not tell you their name. They
returned it with a note politely assuring me
that there was no market at all for this sort

of thing. Well, not very long ago I received

a letter from the same firm, saying that it was a
great pity that Scottish work should go to Eng-

land to be published, and adding that it woyld
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on the st )

real to ;;‘F;’"thus Prepared, are ‘they equally
1 IE s

-+ It is a real hear break
to mie ¢t end a book anq part from tthem.
V¢ never had the heart to close
W iy pon them entirely, and [ hope to

My acquaintance with some of them—
notably with Patrick Heron and his friends.
BUt I think you had better leave these ques-

other occasion, and come and look

at my latest books,. "
(13 2l

'€y are still coming in, then 2

» by the way, you may say that that is
one of the pleasures of being a scribbler.

1
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THE MURDER HOLE AND THE MERRICK. —¥VIDE ¢

What do you expect me to say?  OFf course,
Itry to get as good a plot as [ can to begin
with ; then [ oseek for a period in which to
embody it. [ get up all the facts of the time
and the local colour as well as I can. For
instance, in wriling the story of the C()\'F-
nanters [ have kept an assistant at .wnrl;. in
the big Edinburgh libraries, extracting from
the memoirs and MSS. of the period all that

was likely to help me, as well as another in

Gulloway. I had the good luck to l.lgh‘tl TRIN
the Earlston correspondence, previously lm?f
published, from which | have drawn o l.ns..l
of the details which re not in the histories,
but add verisimilitude to a presentment of
the times, _ oy o '
“And the imaginary figures that you bring

THE RAIDERS.”

I have an American friend—I never saw
him—who sends me regularly all the be.t
books that come out in his country in re-
turn for the pleasure that he is good enough
to say my books have given him. And
only the other day a south-country tweed
manufacturer sent e the stulf for Q. new
suit.  More practical than admiring letters,
Isn't ig @

So I went off to break the tenth comumand-
ment, as visitors to Mr. Crockett's charming
library of over ten thousand volumes usuwtlly do,

Ladedd, it is cnough to persuade anyone
to turn author, to see the happy and healthy
Life and the abundance of pretty and attractive
surrotndings that go with that once despised
profession in this case. W. EGF
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