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The novels of John Buchan are well known for their use of the hunted man in the wilderness. In John Burnet of Barns (1896), Prester John (1910), The Thirty-Nine Steps (1915), Midwinter (1923) and John Macnab (1925), named and unnamed pursuers act as an imperative of fear and action, driving the plot onwards, and recasting the landscape as an arena of pursuit, and as a refuge. 
Less known are Buchan’s stories where the hunted man is pursued in the heart of civilisation, usually represented by London. This recurrent motif in Buchan’s fiction can be linked to his growing relationship with London as a home, place of work, and cultural milieu. Buchan’s identity as a Londoner was further separated over time by his bachelor clubland existence, his later life as a married man edging, ending with his departure in 1920 from London and a regular commute. 

Set in the Edwardian and immediate post-war periods, these fictions (four novels, three short stories) use the separations between London’s physical spaces and its social demarcations as settings for pursuit, and as a locus of fear. Reader participation in the action of the stories was encouraged by using the familiar setting of central London streets as an unfamiliar zone of panic, juxtaposed against the oblivious daily life of Londoners, at all four points of the compass. Missionaries working in the East End are positioned on a moral borderline between vice and Christian salvation. Assassins lurk in St James Park, threatening the vulnerability of a soaked tramp who is really a South American president. Political party lines are temporarily dissolved by a doctored curry in Westminster. Edward Leithen and Richard Hannay are chased, again and again, through familiar streets by unfamiliar terrors, and pursue the truth into the outer reaches of Gospel Oak and Blackheath. This is our leisure, and their work.
The concept of liminality is crucial for an understanding of Buchan’s fiction, in which his major preoccupation was the thinness of the line between civilisation and anarchy. In these novels and stories he locates the liminal in London, as a conscious focus for the conjunctions of fear, danger, conspiracy and unwanted change.
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