
The Black Water Remembers: A Deep Dive 
into S.R. Crockett's "A Cry Across the Black 
Water"

I. Contextual Overview
"A Cry Across the Black Water" emerges from a crucial juncture in S.R. Crockett's literary career: 
the heady period immediately following his breakthrough success with The Stickit Minister (1893). 
This was a moment of extraordinary productivity and artistic ambition, when Crockett was 
simultaneously crafting The Raiders, planning The Lilac Sunbonnet, and experimenting with darker, 
more complex narratives that challenged the sentimental expectations critics would later use to 
dismiss his work. The story represents what Crockett himself recognised as experimental territory. 
In a letter to his publisher T. Fisher Unwin dated 19 September 1893, he described the work with 
characteristic understatement: "It is new try for me."

That phrase "new try" deserves our attention. Crockett had achieved commercial success with his 
portraits of rural Scottish ministry, but here he was reaching towards something altogether more 
unsettling. The letters to Unwin reveal an author acutely aware of his work's potential. He 
mentioned the story repeatedly across three letters, suggesting it might be expanded "to 20,000 
words" for publication as a standalone volume in Unwin's 'Pseudonym' series. Andrew Lang, that 
formidable arbiter of literary taste whose judgement Crockett valued, appears to have responded 
positively. Yet Crockett's April 1894 postscript carries a note of impatience: "Now read it — don't 
believe you ever read anything except the share list like all millionaires." The comment suggests 
Unwin may have been slow to engage with material that departed from the proven 'Stickit Minister' 
formula.

The story first appeared in The Pall Mall Magazine during 1893-4 before being collected in Bog-
Myrtle and Peat (1895), where it was classified amongst the "Adventures" section. This placement 
itself merits consideration. Whilst the narrative contains elements of romantic adventure, it 
functions more powerfully as supernatural tragedy—a tale of betrayal, consequence, and spectral 
justice that operates according to moral rather than physical geography.

The setting is unmistakably Galloway: the Water of Ken, specifically the ferry crossing where the 
Black Water of Dee meets the Ken near what Crockett identifies as the Rhonefoot. This is 
recognisable topography, though characteristically romanticised and invested with folkloric 
significance. Crockett had been collecting such material throughout his ministry in Penicuik and 
earlier in Galloway itself, drawing upon lowland oral traditions of water spirits and ghostly 
retribution. The landscape is not merely backdrop but active participant in the story's moral 
architecture.

The period is mid 19th century, roughly contemporary to Crockett's own time, though its resolution 
suggests a span of some twenty years. This temporal structure allows Crockett to examine both 
immediate transgression and long-deferred consequence, measuring the distance between human 



justice (which forgets) and divine justice (which remembers). Gregory Jeffray represents the rising 
professional class—lawyers, sheriffs, men of metropolitan ambition who come to rural Scotland for 
sport and recreation without genuine engagement with the people or place. This class would have 
been immediately recognisable to Crockett's readership, and the critique embedded in Gregory's 
characterisation would not have been lost on them.

 Written during Crockett's most productive period, between the success of The Stickit Minister and 
the publication of The Raiders "A Cry Across the Black Water" demonstrates artistic ambition 
beyond commercial calculation and what would become trademark Crockett, writing for both 
literary and popular audiences at a time when publishing was undergoing a particularly changeable 
market.  Even as he was tasked to write for readers who expected comfort and sentiment, he offered 
moral complexity and supernatural horror for those willing to read more deeply. 

II. Tone & Voice
The story's emotional register shifts with calculated precision, moving from pastoral romance 
through devastating betrayal into Gothic reckoning. Crockett establishes his narrative voice as 
deceptively simple, almost folk-tale in its opening directness: "Somebody crossing by the chain-
boat ferry where the Water of Ken is gathered into the bright levels and island-studded reaches of 
the loch, looked up to see a young man riding towards him." This apparent simplicity masks 
sophisticated narrative architecture.

The opening pages establish Gregory Jeffray through a classical allusion that prefigures his fate: he 
rides "like Hadrian's young Antinous," a reference that would have resonated powerfully with 
educated Victorian readers. Antinous was the Roman Emperor Hadrian's beloved, who drowned 
mysteriously in the Nile—possibly as sacrifice, possibly by accident, possibly by suicide. The 
allusion establishes Gregory as object of aesthetic contemplation whilst shadowing him with watery 
doom before the narrative proper has even begun.

Crockett's handling of Grace Allen demonstrates his refusal of patronising sentiment. She is 
introduced through action and competence: "She carried them [the oars] as easily as another girl 
might carry a parasol." This single simile establishes social class (the parasol-carrying girl of leisure 
forms the implicit comparison), physical capability, and the narrator's clear-eyed appreciation of 
Grace's strength. When Gregory watches her work the ferry chain, the prose lingers on her skill: 
"How deftly she lifted it just at the right moment, when it was in danger of being caught upon the 
revolving wheel! How exactly she exerted just the right amount of strength to keep the chain 
running sweetly upon its cogs!" This is mastery observed and celebrated, not rustic simplicity 
condescended to.

The courtship passages employ an almost dreamlike iteration: "Every evening thereafter, through all 
that glorious height of midsummer, there came a crying at the Waterfoot; and every evening Grace 
Allen went over to the edge of the Rhone wood to answer it." Time collapses and expands 
simultaneously—days compress into repeated pattern whilst each day for Grace extends with 
emotional intensity. The narrative voice remains restrained even as it records transformative 
experience: "These were days of rapture, each a doorway into yet fuller and more perfect joy."

Yet even in these passages, Crockett introduces ominous notes. Nature itself warns against the 
affair: "The dry poplar leaves clashed and rustled, telling out to one another that love was a vain 
thing, and the thrush cried thrice, 'Beware.'" This pathetic fallacy operates not as sentimental 



decoration but as genuine foreshadowing, investing the natural world with moral awareness that the 
human actors lack.

The betrayal sequence demonstrates Crockett's mastery of psychological realism. Grace's 
devastation is rendered through fragmented perception: "Day swayed and swirled into a strange 
night of shooting stars and intensest darkness. The soul of Grace Allen wandered in blackest night." 
The prose reflects consciousness breaking apart, time losing coherence, selfhood dissolving. This is 
not melodrama but accurate psychological portraiture of catastrophic loss.

The aunts serve as Greek chorus, their contrasting responses—Annie's "silent pain," Barbara's 
"sharp and cruel words"—establishing the social stakes of Grace's transgression whilst refusing 
simple moralising. Barbara's mad prophecies carry biblical weight: "'There is set up a throne in the 
heavens, and One sits upon it—and my Gracie's there, clothed in white robes, an' a palm in her 
hand.'" This is Revelation filtered through grief and vernacular faith, elevating Grace to martyrdom 
rather than fallen woman.

The final movement—Gregory's return and spectral reckoning—shifts into Gothic register whilst 
maintaining the narrative's emotional restraint. The surfaceman's testimony provides documentary 
framework for events beyond natural explanation: "He could hear the oars planted in the iron pins, 
the push off the shore, and then the measured dip of oars coming towards the stranger across the 
pool of the Black Water." These are specific physical details, precisely observed, making the 
supernatural credible through accumulation of sensory evidence.

Barbara Allen's deathbed cry— "'He kens noo! he kens noo! The Lord our God is a jealous God! 
Now let Thy servant depart in peace!'" —provides theological framing without resolving ambiguity. 
Has she orchestrated supernatural vengeance through witchcraft? Is she merely faithful witness to 
divine retribution? The text deliberately refuses to clarify, maintaining productive uncertainty about 
whether justice comes from human, divine, or spectral agency.

The final sentence—"He had heard the cry across the Black Water"—brings the narrative full circle 
to its title, but with devastating irony. The "cry" that seemed at first merely a call for ferry service 
proves something far more terrible: a summons to judgement that cannot be refused.

III. Literary Technique
Crockett's structural mastery is evident in the story's tripartite architecture: courtship, betrayal, 
supernatural reckoning. Each movement employs distinct pacing and imagery whilst maintaining 
thematic coherence.

The Opening Movement establishes Gregory's character through accumulated detail. His 
forgetfulness about the ferry fare— "'Dear me!' said the girl, frightened: 'I have forgotten to ask him 
for it!'" —reveals volumes. This is not charming absent-mindedness but casual disregard, treating 
Grace's labour as negligible. When he returns deliberately that evening, having "changed his mind 
about telling of his adventure" to his hosts, we understand the calculation beneath the charm. He is 
already compartmentalising Grace, keeping her separate from his actual social world.

The prose during their first extended interaction demonstrates Crockett's skill with dialogue and 
gesture. Gregory's request to hold Grace's hand "as though to steady him as he came into the boat" 
employs gallantry as seduction. His comment— "'It is too little a hand to do so much hard work'" —
followed by kissing it, uses apparent sympathy as intimate invasion. Grace's response is rendered 



with psychological precision: "Instantly Grace became conscious that it was rough and hard with 
rowing. She had not thought of this before." Gregory creates shame where none existed, making 
Grace suddenly aware of class difference through her own body.

The Courtship Movement employs iterative narration to collapse weeks into dreamlike repetition. 
"Every evening" establishes pattern whilst the phrase "glorious height of midsummer" gives 
seasonal specificity. The lovers' meetings occur in liminal space and time—the copse at Rhonefoot, 
during gloaming, that Scottish twilight hour between day and night, reality and enchantment.

The prose during courtship becomes almost lyrical: "Over at the Waterfoot the copses grew close. 
The green turf was velvet underfoot. The blackbirds fluted in the hazels there." Yet Crockett refuses 
unqualified romance. The birds and trees "listened to the voice of Gregory Jeffray" but did not "care 
for what he said to Grace Allen"—nature witnesses but does not validate the affair.

Grace's experience is rendered with sympathy that never slides into sentiment: "She rowed back 
alone, the simple soul that was in her forwandered and mazed with excess of joy. As she set the boat 
to the shore and came up the bank bearing the oars which were her wings into the world of love 
under the green alders, the light in the west, lingering clear and pure and cold, shone upon her and 
added radiances to her eyes." The phrase "wings into the world of love" transforms labour into 
metaphor without diminishing the physical reality of rowing. Grace's joy is genuine, transformative, 
and tragically misplaced.

The Betrayal Movement slows to cruel particularity. Crockett employs day-by-day structure that 
emphasises the excruciating temporal experience of abandonment: "Day swayed and swirled"; "the 
next day went by." Time becomes torture when the expected beloved does not appear.

The scene with the ploughmen is devastating in its casual brutality. They discuss Gregory's 
impending marriage as routine gossip, utterly unaware that Grace stands within earshot: "'Did ye 
notice she never said a word to us, neyther "Thank ye," nor yet "Guid-day"? Her een were fair 
stelled in her head.'" They observe her distress but cannot comprehend it—she exists outside their 
interpretive framework. The dialect here ("gye fat stockin'-fit" for substantial dowry) establishes 
their social position whilst their complete obliviousness to Grace's suffering demonstrates how 
thoroughly she has been isolated by her affair with Gregory.

Grace's descent into madness is rendered with restraint that makes it more powerful. Her nocturnal 
vision shows her "wandering by the side of the great pool of the Black Water with her hands full of 
flowers... But at every few yards she felt that she must fling them all into the black water and fare 
forth into the darkness to gather more." This compulsive gathering and discarding suggests both the 
beauty of love and its futility when betrayed—beauty that cannot be held, offerings that sink into 
darkness.

Water Symbolism operates as the story's central image system. The "bright Ken" versus the "Black 
Water of Dee" establishes binary opposition that structures the narrative's moral geography. The 
Black Water is described with ominous particularity: "oily depths," "sullen blackness," where "the 
blades fall silently, and where the water does not lap about the prow." This is water as void, as 
death, as moral consequence. It receives no light, reflects nothing, swallows everything.

Loch Ken, by contrast, offers "glistening levels," "morning glitter," "island-studded reaches," 
representing possibility, beauty, and the innocent surface of things. Grace mediates between these 
waters, literally and symbolically. Her role as ferryman positions her as one who guides souls across 



boundaries. The tragic irony is that she ferries her own betrayer, and ultimately becomes the 
spectral ferryman herself.

Flower Imagery saturates the text with ominous beauty. Gregory first encounters Grace in June, 
traditional month of marriages. Their courtship takes place where "the green turf was velvet 
underfoot. The blackbirds fluted in the hazels there." Natural beauty provides setting for moral 
catastrophe.

The flowers in the ghost-boat—"waterlogged" and "drenched"—mark Grace's transformation from 
abandoned woman to vengeful spirit. They are simultaneously funerary tributes and accusations. 
When Gregory boards the spectral vessel, he finds the seat "cleared [of] a great armful of flowers" 
and throws them "among his feet"—a gesture of contempt that seals his doom. He cannot escape 
what he has destroyed; it becomes the medium of his destruction, surrounding him as the boat 
glides into darkness.

Temporal Structure demonstrates Crockett's most audacious technique. The courtship occupies 
"all that glorious height of midsummer"—June through September, days that "seemed a very brief 
passage to Gregory Jeffray." For Grace, time expands with emotional intensity: "It is so long, only 
so long, till he will come." This temporal asymmetry reveals the relationship's fundamental 
inequality—Gregory experiences pleasant interlude, Grace experiences transformation.

Then Crockett performs his boldest manipulation: "So twenty years went by." An entire generation 
collapses into a sentence. Gregory rises to "Sir Gregory Jeffray... a great law-officer of the Crown, 
and first heir to the next vacant judgeship." He acquires honours, reputation, professional success—
all markers of a life well-lived. Grace spends those same twenty years dead.

But time has not absolved him. His return to the ferry triggers supernatural reckoning. The story 
suggests that moral debts, unlike legal ones, never expire. Gregory may have "forgotten" Grace
—"All was so long past—the bitterness clean gone out of it"—but the Black Water remembers.

IV. Themes & Tensions
Class, Gender, and Exploitation

The story's moral architecture rests upon the intersection of class privilege and gendered 
vulnerability. Gregory Jeffray embodies metropolitan masculinity at its most predatory—educated, 
charming, fundamentally careless. His opening gesture reveals everything: he forgets to pay the 
ferry, treating Grace's labour as negligible.

His seduction of Grace follows naturally from this initial disregard. He never intends permanence; 
the story carefully shows him assessing her as "material attractive to his hand," someone useful for 
"an interesting episode." When the ploughmen gossip about his engagement to "the youngest 
dochter" of the wealthy Barr family, we understand the transaction: Grace provided summer 
entertainment, whilst marriage requires "a gye fat stockin'-fit"—a substantial dowry.

Crockett's sympathies lie unmistakably with the exploited rather than the exploiter. Grace is not 
punished for her "fall"—rather, she is vindicated. The story refuses the conventional fallen-woman 
narrative where sexual transgression leads to moral condemnation. Instead, Grace's death is 
presented as enabling rather than punishing, granting her spectral agency to redress injustice beyond 
human law's reach.



The aunts function as community and conscience. Annie's silent suffering and elaborate lies to 
protect Grace demonstrate love that transcends moral rigidity. Barbara's biblical fury— "'It were 
better for him that a millstone were hanged about his neck and he were cast into the deeps o' the 
Black Water!'" —invokes Christ's words about those who harm children (Matthew 18:6), 
positioning Gregory's betrayal as spiritual violence deserving extreme punishment.

Love as Sacred Trust and Transgression

The epigraph—"With Rosemary for remembrance, And Rue, sweet Rue, for you"—invokes 
Shakespeare's Ophelia, herself destroyed by a false lover. Rosemary for remembrance, rue for 
regret; the herbs of mourning frame the narrative before it begins.

Grace's love is described using language from Song of Solomon: she "had found one whom her soul 
loved." This biblical echo elevates her experience to sacred status, making Gregory's betrayal not 
merely social transgression but spiritual desecration. He violates not just Grace's body but the 
divine image she carries, the trust that makes human connection possible.

The story insists that such violation creates debts that transcend human adjudication. Gregory's 
professional success—his rise to knighthood and judicial prospects—occurs precisely because law 
cannot see or judge what he has done. He is himself an instrument of human justice, yet he escapes 
its reach entirely for the gravest moral transgression.

Time, Memory, and Moral Consequence

Crockett structures time with devastating effect to explore how moral debts persist beyond social 
memory. The twenty-year gap between betrayal and reckoning allows Gregory to achieve complete 
social rehabilitation. He becomes Sir Gregory, respected law officer, first heir to vacant judgeship. 
Human society has not merely forgiven him—it has rewarded him, having never known there was 
anything to forgive.

But moral time operates differently from social time. Barbara Allen's dying cry; "'He kens noo!'" 
suggests that knowledge arrives at last. Gregory finally understands what he took, what he 
destroyed, what debt he owes. And understanding comes simultaneous with payment. There is no 
opportunity for repentance, no chance to make amends. The moment of moral reckoning arrives 
complete and absolute.

Justice Beyond Law

Perhaps the story's most sophisticated theme concerns the relationship between human justice and 
divine justice, legal authority and moral accountability. Gregory Jeffray is not merely a sheriff—he 
is on his way to becoming a judge, the very embodiment of legal authority. Yet the law cannot touch 
him for what he has done to Grace.

There is no legal remedy for seduction and abandonment in this context. Grace cannot sue for 
breach of promise because no promise was made publicly. Her aunts cannot seek prosecution 
because no crime has been committed in legal terms. The system Gregory represents and will soon 
help administer is structurally incapable of recognising his transgression.

Crockett's Presbyterian theology provides alternative framework. Divine justice sees what human 
justice cannot, judges what human law will not, and executes sentence beyond temporal authority's 
reach. The supernatural conclusion is not Gothic decoration but theological necessity—the only 
mechanism by which justice can be achieved.



V. Contemporary Resonance
"A Cry Across the Black Water" speaks powerfully to contemporary concerns whilst remaining 
thoroughly embedded in its historical moment. The story's exploration of class-based sexual 
exploitation, gendered vulnerability, and the consequences of treating people as disposable 
anticipates conversations that would intensify throughout the twentieth century and continue into 
our own time around power, consent, and accountability.

Modern readers approaching the text might identify elements that resonate with feminist literary 
criticism: the centring of female experience, the critique of male sexual privilege, the validation of 
women's emotional and moral authority. However, it is crucial to recognise that Crockett worked 
within Victorian moral and theological frameworks rather than modern political ones. His consistent 
championing of the exploited and vulnerable—whether women, children, rural poor, or dismissed 
ministers—emerged from Presbyterian conviction about human dignity and divine justice rather 
than from ideological commitments as we might understand them today.

What makes the story particularly powerful for contemporary readers is precisely this tension 
between nineteenth-century framework and implications that extend beyond it. Crockett insists on 
moral accountability in a way that transcends his era's gender politics whilst working entirely within 
that era's vocabulary and assumptions. Grace Allen is vindicated not through social reform or legal 
redress—avenues unavailable to her—but through supernatural intervention that restores moral 
balance.

The story's treatment of isolation remains startlingly relevant. Grace Allen lives in profound 
solitude, seeing "no human being" from dawn to dusk, her only human contact the brief interactions 
during ferry crossings. This isolation makes her vulnerable to Gregory's attention whilst 
simultaneously rendering her invisible to community protection. In an era grappling with loneliness 
as public health crisis, Grace's situation speaks to how structural isolation creates conditions for 
exploitation. Readers of ‘The Heather Lintie’ from the 1893 collection “The Stickit Minister” may 
recall  a familiar treatment of isolation. 

The supernatural conclusion refuses easy contemporary moralising. This is not simple revenge 
fantasy; rather, it suggests that certain transgressions create debts beyond human adjudication. In 
contemporary discourse around historical injustice and accountability, the story poses 
uncomfortable questions: Can harm ever be fully redressed? Do temporal distance and social 
success absolve moral debt? What mechanisms of justice exist when conventional channels fail?

These questions feel particularly urgent in an era grappling with belated reckonings around 
institutional abuse, historical wrongs, and the long-deferred consequences of systemic injustice. 
Crockett's story doesn't provide easy answers—it wasn't written to—but it insists that we cannot 
simply forget, that moral debts persist, and that "the Black Water remembers" even when society 
prefers to forget.

For the S.R. Crockett Cultural Legacy Charity, this story offers ideal opportunity to challenge 
persistent misconceptions about Crockett's work. It demonstrates generic versatility (Gothic horror, 
social realism, folkloric supernatural, psychological study), moral sophistication beyond simple 
Victorian pieties, technical mastery of structure and imagery, significant social critique, and 
contemporary relevance around issues of accountability and justice that remain urgent.



"A Cry Across the Black Water" deserves to be read, taught, discussed, and celebrated as the 
sophisticated work it is—a morally complex narrative about exploitation and consequence that 
refuses easy resolution whilst maintaining clear ethical stance. It stands as evidence that Crockett 
was never the simple sentimentalist critics made him out to be, but rather an accomplished literary 
artist engaging seriously with his culture's most pressing moral questions whilst entertaining readers 
with compelling narratives. The Black Water still calls across the years, summoning us to reckon 
with debts we thought time had dissolved.


