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History Scotland was launched in October 2001 at the 
Royal Museum in Edinburgh by Professor Christopher 
Smout, Historiographer Royal, who is now one of the 
magazine’s patrons. It is backed by the Scottish history and 
archaeology professions with leading representatives from 
a variety of different disciplines on the Editorial Board. 

Articles appearing in this journal are abstracted and indexed 
in Historical Abstracts and America: History and Life and 
the British Humanities Index

Probably the most exciting Scottish archaeological discovery 
since the Stirling torcs were uncovered in 2009 has recently been 
made. I refer, of course, to the Viking Hoard found in Dumfries 
& Galloway (see page 10 for our special report). Perhaps the most 
remarkable object in this hoard is the silver Carolingian vessel; 

it would be fascinating to know its story 
and how it ended up buried in south-west 
Scotland. This vessel has already been 
passed through a CT scanner and readers 
can see a video showing the first results on 
our website: http://scot.sh/vhoard 

Clearly, the pot has contents and I for 
one cannot wait to find out precisely what is in there.

More importantly, events like this raise the profile of Scottish archaeology 
internationally and it seems entirely serendipitious that 2015 is going to see the 
21st European Association of Archaeologists conference being held in Glasgow 
(see our comprehensive preview on page 14).

As usual, this first issue of 2015 is packed full of exciting stories and we 
have a few features this time that focus on the Highlands and Islands. They 
range from witchcraft trials in Orkney to deciphering the court books of the 
Breadalbane family to discovering which local laws the good residents of the 
island of Lismore had been breaking.

Alasdair Ross, Editor
editorial@historyscotland.com
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island community suffered hardship as a result of a catastrophic ‘year of 
destitution’ in the mid 1800s.
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past societies.

On page 44, Robert and his colleague Linda Fryer explore the records of 
Lismore Baron Court, which present a vivid picture of life on the Isle of 
Lismore in the 17th century.
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The images were discovered among the papers of Thomas 
Stewart Patterson (1872-1949) a Greenock born man 
who was Glasgow University’s first Gardiner Professor 
of Organic Chemistry. Patterson visited St Kilda in 

the 1920s as part of a steamer boat trip from Hirta, which offered 
visitors the chance to ‘come and see Britain’s modern primitives’. 
The photographs that Patterson took document the final years on 
the islands, as just a few years after his trip, St Kilda was voluntarily 
abandoned by its entire population.

For centuries, the islanders of St Kilda had made a living by 
farming and harvesting bird eggs from the cliffs. Although the islands 
were visited by outsiders sporadically over the centuries, the first 
sustained contact between islanders and mainlanders came in the 
18th century, when visiting ships inadvertently brought smallpox to 
St Kilda. In the 20th century, a signal station was established on the 
island of Hirta during World War I, after which the island was shelled 
by a German submarine, which damaged several public buildings.

Patterson’s photographs include an image of his son mingling with 
St Kildans, as well as photographs of islanders going about their 
everyday lives on St Kilda’s Sauchiehall Street and Main Street. 

At the time of Patterson’s visit, the islanders regularly sold home-
spun tweeds and birds eggs to boat trip visitors, although ironically 
it was contact with the mainland which was one of the factors that 

would sound the death knell for life on St Kilda, as outside contact 
was blamed for bringing disease to islanders who were unused to 
mixing with people on the mainland.

The St Kilda archipelago is now listed as a World Heritage Site and a 
National Nature Reserve and is visited by around 4,000 people a year.
To see more of the images, visit the University of Glasgow Library’s 
Flickr page: http://scot.sh/hsstkilda
An online catalogue for the Thomas Patterson papers archive is 
available on the Archives Hub website: http://scot.sh/hspatterson 

Patterson’s son (right) mingling with St Kilda residents (© University of Glasgow Archive Services)

HISTORY NEWS

Rare St Kilda photographs 
discovered in Glasgow archive

A collection of rare photographs showing life on St Kilda in the 1920s has been 
discovered in an archive held at the University of Glasgow

Islanders on St Kilda’s Sauchiehall Street (© University of Glasgow Archives)
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Early medieval coastal site 
discovered at the Firth of Clyde

Archaeologists working at 
Hunterston Sands on the 

Firth of Clyde have discovered 
a group of large oak timbers 
which are believed to have 

been part of a medieval 
timber fort

The discovery has been described as ‘an incredibly rare and 

exciting fi nd’. Below: Hunterston Sands, where the timbers 

were discovered (© RCAHMS/Dave Cowley); inset: One of the 

worked timbers at Hunterston Sands (© Coralie Mills)

The site was discovered during the 
COALIE (Coastal Archaeological 
Landscapes: Intertidal & 

Estuarine) survey project, a collaborative 
research project between archaeologists 
from Wessex Archaeology Coastal & 
Marine, Royal Commission on the Ancient 
and Historical Monuments of Scotland 
(RCAHMS) and members of the local 
community who have detailed knowledge 
of the area’s coast. The COALIE project 
team has been working at the site, which 
is close to a power station, since the 
destructive winter storms of early 2014 and 
has made some remarkable discoveries.

Initial tree ring (dendrochronological) 
dating suggests at least one of the timbers 
is around 800 years old, making this a very 
unusual find. The timbers offer the potential 
to reveal information about the nature of 

the building they were part of, the woodland 
they were cut from, and historic carpentry 
of the medieval era.

Each of the massive timbers discovered 
at the site is a naturally-grown oak which 
has been halved lengthways with a complex 
series of angled joints and carpentry 
worked into the end of the timbers. They 
are all at least 2m long and around 0.5m 
wide; the close similarity of the carpentry 
suggests they are from the same original 
structure, later dismantled or reused. The 
wet coastal environment has preserved 
the timbers in excellent condition despite 
some evidence of attack by marine boring 
organisms and surface weathering.

In addition, a large, hexagonal, stone-built 
harbour on the very tip of Brigurd Point, was 
surveyed and dived on during a very low-
tide. The harbour is around 60m wide and 
could have accommodated a number of boats 
but bizarrely only at low-tide. No diagnostic 
features were found within the structure to 
provide clues on the age or specific function 
of the harbour; it is believed to pre-date 
available historic documents and so may date 
to at least the medieval era.

Dr Andy Bicket, Senior Archaeologist 
and Geoarchaeologist for Wessex 
Archaeology, Coastal & Marine said: ‘This 
represents an incredibly rare and exciting 

find. The Firth of Clyde has long been 
an important maritime route from early 
prehistory to the present day and we have 
rare and fascinating pieces of the historic 
seascape preserved in Hunterston Sands.

‘The early 13th century was a key period 
for defining Scotland and the west coast 
seaways were instrumental in the strategies 
of the various factions vying for control. 
The structures on Hunterston Sands also 
highlight that managing coastal change has 
long been an important issue for people.’

 Dr Coralie Mills, dendrochronologist 
to the project, added: ‘The discovery of a 
worked oak timber dating to AD1217-18, 
or soon after, is a very rare and important 
result for Scottish dendrochronology and 
Scottish archaeology. 

‘There are very few extant 13th-century 
timber structures in Scotland and 
these timbers could tell us much about 
the nature of that building, about the 
woodland they were cut from, and about 
historic carpentry of a lost age.

‘They come from a slow-grown oak over 
at least 220 years old when felled, and so 
started life around the year AD 1000.’

For more information on the work to 
date, visit the Wessex Archaeology blog 
site: blogs.wessexarch.co.uk/coalie 

Medieval castle
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The two World Wars had a profound and long 
lasting effect on the Scottish landscape, including 
the airfields and coastal defences built in both 
wars to protect the east coast from German 

invasion. Miles of anti-tank blocks, pillboxes, anti-glider 
ditches and poles, minefields, barbed wire, trenches and 
coastal artillery batteries were built to protect ports and 
vulnerable beaches. It is hardly surprising that golf courses 
and military requirements often overlapped. The location of 
many coastal courses near towns and cities meant they were 
requisitioned by the military.

World War I saw military activity on the east coast, 
especially the Forth, Tay and Cromarty Firths. Anti-invasion 
beach defences, mostly in the form of trenches, have only 
recently been recognised as a result of the joint RCAHMS/
Historic Scotland First World War Audit Project. The 
defences constructed along the coast comprised trenches 
and barbed wire, with some blockhouses or pillboxes, such 
as at North Berwick golf course on the Forth. Even the Old 
Course at St Andrews did not escape, with a machine gun 
post and small trench built by the eighteenth green. Other 
trenches and blockhouses or pillboxes were built on courses 
at Gullane and the now lost courses at Hedderwick near 
Dunbar and Ferryhills, by North Queensferry. 

By World War II, the nature of conflict had changed. 
Large systems of defences including anti-tanks blocks and 
ditches spread parallel to the shore often cut across coastal 
golf courses. Airpower was to the fore and defences were 
required to adapt to the new threat. Sites on or behind 
beaches became littered with anti-glider poles; on flat 
land beside military sites, towns and ports lengthy systems 
of interconnected anti-glider ditches and mounds were 
constructed to prevent troop-carrying planes or gliders from 
landing. Examples are still visible on golf courses at Elie in 
Fife and Craigentinny, Edinburgh.

Other defensive sites such as airfields, radar stations and 
coast artillery batteries occupied golf courses. Clubhouses 
were requisitioned for the war effort, as at Royal Burgess, 
Edinburgh. 

In addition the military required large training areas and 
accommodation camps which had a real impact on some 
courses. The land that golf courses occupied was militarily 
useful for training as well as for defence, importantly the 
land could be requisitioned at little cost without losing 
valuable agricultural land. The effect on some courses was 
huge. Some golf courses closed forever, as at Nigg on the 
Cromarty Firth, others closed for many years, though others 
managed to play on, albeit on a shortened course.

The military’s use of golf courses did not finish at the 

Scottish golf  courses in wartime  
Allan Kilpatrick explores how golf courses were affected by wartime defence measures

Gailes Camp, Irvine. Beyond the main World War I camp, small groups of Nissen 

huts can be seen surrounded by greens and bunkers of the Kilmarnock (Barassie) 

Golf Course. The military expansion required additional land which was in this case 

satisfied by building on the course. During World War I the course granted playing 

rights to officers, cadets and other ranks (© RCAHMS)

Girdleness Battery, Aberdeen, one of the coast batteries built to 

defend Aberdeen from attack. The pre-war course was closed and 

this battery constructed. Traces of the course were still extant, with 

the ninth green visible immediately to the left of the two circular 

gun houses. The course was occupied in both World Wars with the 

clubhouse used by the military (© RCAHMS)
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Anti-invasion beach defences, 
mostly in the form of  trenches, 

have only recently been recognised

Keep up to date with the latest Scottish history news and 
articles with the History Scotland e-newsletter. 
Sign up for free at: www.celebrate-scotland.co.uk/register

@
For all the latest news and 
updates visit our website:
www.historyscotland.com

end of World War II. During the Cold 
War from the late 1950s until the early 
1990s, a number of Royal Observer 
Corp underground nuclear fallout 
monitoring posts were established on 
Scottish golf courses as part of a wider 
UK network.

For all the disruption caused to golf 
clubs, members of the military were 
keen on the game. During World War I, 
the Naval officers of the Grand Fleet 
established a golf course at Flotta in 
Scapa Flow, as a senior officer of the 

time reported: 
...there were 18 holes and each big ship 
undertook the design and construction of 
one hole. Great ingenuity and care were 
taken over the business, and one battleship 
is reputed to have spent £70 in getting 
turf for their green from a famous Scottish 
golf course. To the best of my recollection, 
HMS Canada or the King George V was 
responsible for a wonderful green, standing 
as smooth as a billiard table amidst the 
encircling heather.

 The North Sutor Coast Battery 

near Cromarty had a small clifftop 
course for officers to play. The RAF 
was keen on golf, creating courses on 
post-war airfields to provide additional 
recreation for the airfield personnel.

 Many courses across Scotland were, 
or still are, affected by the military 
occupation and activity, but they have 
also managed by accident or design to 
preserve military remains which would 
otherwise have been destroyed or lost. 
Golf courses are an important resource 
for the preservation and understanding 
of archaeological landscapes and in 
particular of the major wars of the 
20th century.
Website: http://scot.sh/
hscanmoregolf

Allan Kilpatrick is an archaeological 
investigator for RCAHMS.

Ness Battery. Within the golf course lies 

a World War I battery with its distinctive 

horseshoe shape. The gun emplacements at 

the points and two rock cut trenches curving 

round leading to the shared magazine. The 

surviving World War II coast battery lies just 

on the boundary of the course (© RCAHMS)
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Amateur detectorist Derek McLennan has discovered a hoard 
of Viking treasure on church land in an undisclosed location 

in Dumfries & Galloway. Among the treasures found were rare 
gold and silver items including armbands, brooches, a unique 
enamelled cross and a metal vessel containing further artefacts. 

The hoard, which is believed to comprise more than 100 items, 
has been handed to the Treasure Trove Unit and will now be 
examined by experts.

The � nd has been declared one of the most signi� cant Viking 
hoards in Scotland. Treasure Trove unit head Stuart Campbell 
said: ‘This is a very important and signi� cant � nd and has 
required the close cooperation of Historic Scotland with Treasure 
Trove Unit and National Museums Scotland staff to recover the 
fascinating items it contains.

‘Due to the quantity and variety of the objects, and 
the importance of the find overall, it will take some time 
for experts to assess the hoard as a whole so that we can 
appreciate its true significance.’

The hoard is the largest and most signi� cant Viking hoard 
found in Scotland since 1891 and consists of unique silver and 
gold jewellery and ingots, as well as glass beads, with many of the 
treasures contained in a decorated Continental silver cup which 
was wrapped in textiles.

In a Scottish context, the hoard is unusual for the breadth of 
material it contains. Nothing similar has been found in Scotland 
before. As well as the silver vessel, which is of Carolingian origin, 
the material illustrates a range of contacts: silver stamp-decorated 

bracelets from Ireland (some with runic inscriptions which have 
not yet been deciphered); and glass beads found within the 
vessel which are of a type commonly found in Scandinavia and 
which were traded from central Europe. The silver cross is of a 
type known to have been in use in the Christian communities 
in Britain, but the enamelled decoration is unusual and once 
conserved may reveal further links with the Continent at this time.

The silver cup engraved with animals is one of only three known 
in Britain, and is a Carolingian import (from the Holy Roman 
Empire of Charlemagne and his successors).

Another exceptional item is a unique golden bird pin, which is 
probably Anglo-Saxon. The complete contents of the cup are yet 
to be uncovered as initial conservation and removal of objects is 
still being done under laboratory conditions.

As with other Viking hoards the material was buried for 
safekeeping and represents the wealth of a group or individual 
who did not return to collect the objects.

The currently known material dates from the mid-9th to mid-
10th centuries but will require further work to pinpoint the dates 
more precisely. Many objects such as the Carolingian vessel are 
perhaps 100 years older than the other material, indicating that 
some objects may have been heirloom pieces.

The use of bullion and silver as portable wealth was common 
in Viking culture and co-existed alongside the use of coins at this 
time. Jewellery like that in the hoard could also be chopped up 
or recycled for the bullion value and the jewellery in this hoard 
appears also to have been used in this way.

For more on the work of Treasure Trove Scotland, 
visit their website: www.treasuretrovescotland.co.uk

Major Viking hoard 
discovered by 

amateur detectorist
One of the most important Viking hoards ever found in 

the UK has been discovered in Dumfries & Galloway

ARCHAEOLOGY NEWS

From left: a gold pin in the shape of a bird; further research is ongoing to determine 

the origin of the piece, which may be Anglo-Saxon; this silver Carolingian vessel holds 

a variety of beads and other objects, and is currently undergoing x-ray investigation 

before experts start removing the material (all images © Crown Offi ce)
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Excavating a Highland Inn
Donald Adamson and Warren Bailie present the findings of the recent excavation of an 

inn that may have served drovers on the route between Strachur and Glendaruel

The Tigh Caol excavation had its 
origins in a recently completed PhD 

at the University of Glasgow by GUARD 
Archaeology non-executive chairman 
Donald Adamson. This was a study of 
the movement of cattle and grain out 
of the Scottish Highlands in the period 
before and during Improvement. It used 
the combined approach of historical 
archaeology (archaeological, documentary 
and cartographic research) to focus on the 
growth and implications of commercial 
practice in a predominately rural region. 

The growth of the cattle trade is 
evidenced in archaeological terms by 
drove roads and associated structures 
such as cattle stances, enclosures, 
bothies and inns. The thesis studied two 
droving routes. One cut through central 
Sutherland, while the other cut across 
Cowal and west Loch Lomondside. 
Donald’s case-studies trace the route of 
cattle towards distant markets outside 

the Highlands, and record and analyse 
overnight stopping places along the way. 

The development of a trade in grain 
from certain low lying fertile areas of the 
Highlands is evidenced by the building of 
grain storehouses or ‘girnals’ which were 
related to jetties, anchorages and harbours 
from which the grain was exported.

Excavation was not part of Donald’s 
thesis, but the site at Tigh Caol was noted 
in his Cowal case study as a possible cattle 
stance, and was returned to in the summer 
of 2014. This dig was to be a collaborative 
project involving Strachur & District Local 
History Society, who enlisted 37 volunteer 
diggers and three metal detectorists; the 
University of Glasgow, who provided � ve 
archaeological students for the excavation; 
and GUARD Archaeology Ltd, who directed 
the excavation. Some 150 pupils from � ve 
local primary schools visited the excavation, 
all trying their hand at excavating, drawing, 
recording, sieving and metal detecting. 

The proposed area of investigation 
consisted of the remains of the lower 
courses of a rectangular stone-built 
structure about 5km south of Strachur. 
The remains at Tigh Caol lie on a slight 
raised platform on the inside meander of a 
burn which � ows north-west to eventually 
feed into the Strathlachan River. To the 
south-east the burn � ows below the current 
A886 and the former line of the road built 
by Telford in 1804-11. A bridge noted as 
the ‘Witches Bridge’ carries Telford’s road 
over the burn just east of the main A886. 
To the north of this bridge along the main 
road edge lies a large quartzite glacial erratic 
known as the Cailleach Glas which translates 
as ‘grey haired witch’ or ‘old woman’. 

The inn’s origins
The name ‘Tigh Caol’ is related to the 
valley in which it lies, being the Caol Glen, 
and is suggested that the building may 
have been of some importance when in 

Some of the Tigh Caol fi nds
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use, and may be translated as ‘the House 
of the Narrow (Glen)’. It lies close to 
the watershed in the glen which is a pass 
between southern and northern Cowal.

Tigh Caol was roo� ess on the � rst 
edition Ordnance Survey map of the 
area, which was surveyed in 1865 and 
published in 1870. The name was given 
to the Ordnance Surveyors by the local 
tenant farmer James Black in 1865, along 
with the statement that the building had 
formerly been an inn. This agreed with 
local history accounts. The building 
was not noted at all when the second 
edition Ordnance Survey was published 
in 1900 (surveyed in 1889), and it has 
gradually disappeared, both physically 
and mentally, from sight since. 

One hypothesis for the demise of the 
inn was that the building of Telford’s road 
in the early 19th century led to a faster 
route to market with a generally improved 
surface and gradient, especially with the 
increasing use of carts and carriages. 
Telford’s road may have lessened the 
need for both drover and livestock to 
stop for rest. However, was there any 
archaeological evidence for this? Was 
there any evidence indeed of the building 
having operated as an inn? If so, was there 
any evidence of when the inn might have 
been in operation and whether or not it 
was purposely built as an inn? What was 
the relationship between the inn and the 
droving trade? 

Work commenced in April 2013 with 
a plane table survey by members of 
Strachur and District Local History 
Society, assisted by two Glasgow 
University postgraduates. The excavation 
itself was carried out between 25 May 
and 6 June, 2014. The investigations 

involved the hand excavation of eight 
trenches across the building footprint 
and one trench over the drovers’ track. 

The investigations established that 
the building originally consisted of one 
long room with a later addition of a 
partition wall towards the west end. Two 
hearth features were also located. One 
comprised a roughly de� ned hollow, 
central to the long axis of the whole 
building, while the other, a more formal 
hearth setting towards the west end of 
the building, lying central within the 
room created by the insertion of the 
partition wall. 

The trench across the trackway did 
con� rm the presence of a track or surface, 
but also revealed a large area of ‘in situ’ 
burning below the position of the track. 

The finds
The investigations recovered large 
quantities of green and clear glass bottle 
and vessel shards, as well as a broad 
variety of pottery remains. Many of these 
were found within the walls themselves. In 
addition a copper alloy harness keep (with 
a double thistle design), a copper alloy 
taper, multiple � int strike-a-lights, animal 
bone fragments, one coarse stone tool, 
several iron objects (as yet unidenti� ed)
and a coin, which may be a King George 
II halfpenny, were recovered. A range of 
soil samples were also taken from the site 
to aid further interpretation.

Post-excavation analysis is about to 
commence, and a degree of hesitancy is 
merited until this is completed. However 
some preliminary conclusions can be 
drawn. Tigh Caol appears to have been 
constructed as a long-house in dry-
stone, with an east-west axis, on a river 

terrace. A trackway, which predates the road 
engineered between 1804 and 1811, runs 
very close to its west gable. The structure 
is 19.6m by 5.2m externally and 17.6m by 
3.5m internally. The walls were constructed 
using two outer roughly coursed and faced 
lines de� ning the interior and exterior 
edges which were � lled in by irregularly 
shaped stones. The stone appears to have 
come from the margins of the burn where 
quartzite, schist and granite rocks of all sizes 
are readily available. 

The � oor level was created by beating silts 
and � ne gravels, probably from the burn 

Overview of Tigh Caol with 
volunteers at east gable end, 
central hearth and room one

The site location

The fi nds distribution

Captions 
1
Some of the Tigh Caol fi nds
2
The site location
3
East facing section of fl oor deposits accumulated against 
bench feature 011 and west gable wall 013 Room 1
4
The fi nds distribution
5
Hearth feature fi rst exposed below collapse 010 in Room 1
6
An overall plan of the Tigh Caol structure
7
Overview of Tigh Caol with volunteers at east gable end, 
central hearth and Room 1
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edge. The deposits on the � oor indicate 
that a stone partition wall was inserted 
about 4.4m from the west gable after 
the building had been in occupation for 
some time, and with a central hearth 
which is very central to the building as a 
whole. Once the internal wall was built, 
then a second central hearth was inserted 
in the centre of the newly created room 
at the west end along with a bench or 
platform on the north wall. This may 
represent a room for the preparation 
of food and drink, along with possible 
accommodation for the inn-keeper.

The � nds indicate a wide range and 
quality of both glassware and ceramics in 
use. There were considerable amounts of 
Staffordshire slipware recovered during 
the excavation, but also hand-painted 
Delft-ware and other high quality pottery. 
There were also large amounts of green 
glass with air bubbles and impurities 
within it. Some of these clearly relate to 

parts of bottles, but others may relate to 
drinking vessels. There was also a smaller 
amount of higher quality clear drinking 
glass, including complete bases of � ne 
quality. In addition there appears to be a 
quantity of metal objects including nails 
and a holder for a light. All of the objects 
may be 18th century in origin but expert 
examination of the � nds is now underway.

The evidence thus far seems to indicate 
that Tigh Caol was used as an inn during 
the 18th century. Its demise may be linked 
to the building of the new road from 
Inverary to Colintraive by the Commission 
for Highland Roads and Bridges (whose 
chief engineer was Thomas Telford) 
which was completed by 1811. The oral 
history of the area would indicate that the 
inn was associated with a cattle stance, 
which is not surprising given the natural 
amphitheatre around the inn, the existence 
of a trackway running through that bowl, 
the near residence (from 1745) of the great 

cattle droving dynasty of the Fletchers 
of Dunans, and the association with the 
‘Cailleach Glas’ boulder (as the Cailleach 
is an archaic female � gure, frequently 
linked with cattle in Gaelic cosmological 
tradition, and whose stones are found 
throughout the Highlands and Ireland). 

There is no archaeological evidence 
as yet to indicate that any part of the 
structure was ever used as a byre, which 
may indicate that it was purposely built 
as an inn. The range and quality of 
� nds within the building mark it out as 
very different from other post-medieval 
Highland long-houses which have been 
excavated. It may be that this inn served 
the whole gamut of users of the track 
between Strachur and Glendaruel, whether 
they were drovers, pedlars or indeed the 
Campbell gentry from southern Cowal.

Donald Adamson (University of Glasgow) & 
Warren Bailie (GUARD Archaeology Ltd)

Right: East facing section of fl oor deposits 
accumulated against bench feature and west gable 
wall, room one; Left: Hearth feature fi rst exposed 
below collapse in room one

An overall plan of the Tigh Caol structure
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Thousands of 
archaeologists from 
across Europe will come 
to Glasgow this summer 

for the 21st European Association 
of Archaeologists conference, where 
organisers are hoping to provide the 
‘perfect stage’ for this prestigious 
heritage event

With the world’s eyes � xed 
� rmly on Scotland during 2014, 
through global events such as 
Homecoming, the Commonwealth 
Games and the Ryder Cup, the 
celebrations are set to continue 
with the European Association of 
Archaeologists (EAA) conference, 
which will be held in Glasgow 
from 2 to 5 September, 2015. The 
conference attracts archaeologists 
and heritage professionals from 
across the Continent who gather 
for a four-day programme of 
lectures, workshops, discussions 
and excursions. The event offers 
the perfect opportunity to present 
Scotland’s rich and unique cultural 
heritage to some of the biggest 
names in European archaeology.

Dr Louisa Campbell of the 
University of Glasgow, the EAA 
Glasgow 2015 coordinator, explained 
what hosting the event for the � rst 
time ever means for the country’s 
heritage industry: ‘The conference is 
a prestigious event that has previously 
been held in Ireland and England, 
amongst other countries. This is 
such an exciting event because it is 
unlikely to return to Scotland, or 
at least not for many years. There is 
great competition to host the annual 

From left: 

archaeologists from 

across the continent 

will exchange 

ideas at Glasgow 

University in 

September; the EAA 

Glasgow 2015 team 

in Istanbul, where 

the last conference 

was held

Opposite right: 

The conference 

tartan ‘Ancient 

Gathering’pays 

tribute to Scotland’s 

heritage and history

Below: Conference 

delegates will have 

the opportunity 

to join excursions 

which explore World 

Heritage sites and 

historic buildings 

(© Crown Copyright 

Historic Scotland)

meeting and it is a real honour and 
privilege because it is such a unique 
opportunity for the the host country 
to engage with a captive international 
audience and it allows us to showcase 
the very best of Scottish archaeology. 
Having successfully convinced the 
EAA Board that Scotland was the 
ideal setting for the 21st annual 
meeting, we travelled to the 2014 
host city, Istanbul, to formally launch 
our event.’

ARCHAEOLOGY AND 
COMMUNICATION
The EAA Glasgow 2015 conference 
is centred around six key themes 
that provide the framework for the 
talks and workshops which make 
up the event. The themes re� ect 
the latest thinking in the � eld of 
archaeology and will, hope the 
organisers, be a marketplace for 
ideas that contributes extensively 
to a cultural legacy over the coming 
years, particularly the Year of 
History, Heritage and Archaeology 
in 2017. The six themes are: 
Celtic Connections, Archaeology 
& Mobility, Recon� guring 
Identi� es, Science & Archaeology, 
Communicating Archaeology, and 
Legacies & Visions.

The Communicating Archaeology 
theme focuses on how professional 
archaeologists can communicate 
with the wider public in a fast 
changing world of visual and digital 
communication. The talks will 
explore the potential and limitations 
of mediums such as social media 
and 3D digitalisation, as well as 

presenting case studies on how new 
media experiences are designed 
and consumed. In keeping with the 
desire to disseminate information 
widely, the conference organisers 
also hope to publish a monograph 
shortly after the event.

Inclusivity is very much a part 
of the conference’s fringe events 
which, Dr Campbell explained, will 
mean that people from all walks 
of life can enjoy the excitement of 
Scotland hosting such a major 
International event. ‘It’s very 
important that we create ways for 
everyone to get involved and this 
is part of the remit of our new 
artistic director in collaboration 
with partner organisations, 
including Digit! 2015 and 
Northlight Heritage. So there will 
be events such as craft workshops, 
open door events, community 
engagement across Glasgow and 
maybe even street art and other 
creative elements. 

‘What we want is to explore and 
develop an artistic and literary 
response to archaeology through 

Once in a generation
GLASGOW’S ARCHAEOLOGY EXTRAVAGANZA
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the artistic programme. We want the 
delegates to go away thinking “Wow! 
That was so good and so different”. So 
if people would like to find out what 
is going on they can sign up to our 
facebook page and also keep an eye on 
the EAA website where we’ll be posting 
information about fringe events.’

WIDER INVOLVEMENT
The full conference programme will 
be available on 1 May and a call for 
papers has been issued with a deadline 
of 16 February. There has been 
widespread interest from many different 
organisations, as Dr Campbell explains: 
‘We have had incredible support from 
across the whole heritage sector, 
particularly from our headline sponsor, 
Historic Scotland, as well as Scottish 
universities, RCAHMS,  museums and 
the commercial sector. 

‘We want to show just how involved 
and what a world leader Scotland is 
in terms of cultural heritage, research 
and archaeology in general. We 
have organised excursions all over 
the country, including Scotland’s 
five World Heritage Sites, Lowland 
Castles, prehistoric landscapes, iconic 
battlefields, distilleries and more. We 
are selling Scotland and we want to 
encourage people to stay here for longer 
and to bring along their families.’

In celebration of the conference, 
the organisers commissioned a special 
tartan, named ‘ancient gathering’ which, 
explained Dr Campbell, is a first in its 
field: ‘We knew that there were tartans 
associated with universities etcetera, but 
there was no tartan just for archaeology. 
So this is a celebration of the fact that 
this is a gathering of all these people 
and this huge interest in the ancient 
world. EAA Glasgow 2015 is feeding 
into a great year of celebrations for 
Scotland which has gone before us and 
we are part of this legacy, sharing and 
celebrating Scotland’s archaeology.’

FIND OUT MORE
The European Association of 
Archaeologists conference will be held 
at the University of Glasgow from 2 
to 5 September, 2015 and is open to 
EAA members. 

For more information on the 
conference events, the fringe events, 
and how to submit a paper, visit: 
http://eaaglasgow2015.com and 
access news at the facebook page: 
http://scot.sh/eaafacebook

CELTIC CONNECTIONS
The Celtic phenomenon has been described as the first European culture, and yet the very 
concept of Celtic remains contested. The links between Celtic languages and material culture 
remain problematic. Fundamental archaeological questions relating to the origins and flow 
of Celtic culture are currently up in the air, with the traditional model of dissemination 
from central Europe being replaced with an Atlantic origin. The significance of the Celtic 
contribution to European culture in religious, political, artistic arenas are also debatable. 

ARCHAEOLOGY & MOBILITY
Europe in the 21st century faces several major challenges – economic, social and environmental – 
and one key to understanding and addressing those challenges involves issues related to mobility.

The theme of archaeology and mobility here stands not only for the physical and 
geographical movement of people but also the movement of people socially, economically 
and culturally. It includes too the mobility of knowledge and ideas, through innovation or 
necessity, and whether for altruistic, selfish or sinister reasons.

The challenge to us, as archaeologists, is to demonstrate how we may put our knowledge 
of the past to beneficial use in helping shape the future, including by highlighting and 
communicating knowledge and understanding of how to deal more successfully with the 
opportunities and challenges ever-increasing mobility presents to European societies today.

RECONFIGURING IDENTITIES
From the individual to the nation, state identity is a critical concept for all of European 
archaeology. Definitions of identity stress shared distinctive features that serve to differentiate 
at the collective level of the group and articulate as nested sets of being and belonging. 

Identity also embraces unique and individualising traits that take contingent precedence 
in relation to personhood and change across the individual life course. Exploring both are 
essential for our examination of the everyday experiences of people in the past.

SCIENCE & ARCHAEOLOGY
‘Hard’ science has long been used as a major tool in archaeology, and its application and impact 
are growing: for example, recent advances in organic chemistry and recent applications of isotope 
analysis are helping to revolutionise our understanding of prehistoric diet and mobility. 

However, its use is not unproblematic. Misunderstanding of scientific techniques by 
archaeologists, and of archaeology by scientists, can lead to the wrong conclusions being 
drawn. This theme will explore ways of linking the two communities, facilitating mutual 
understanding and ensuring that the right kind of analytical work gets done.

COMMUNICATING ARCHAEOLOGY
Archaeologists now face a myriad of ways of engaging with the public – from print publication to 
exhibition formats, including 3D digitisation and visualisations, and increasingly both through and 
combining digital products and social media. It is critical that the potential and limitations of these 
vehicles are utilised effectively and appropriately to ensure optimal audience reach and participation. 

The theme of Communicating Archaeology encourages the exploration of how 
archaeology is now engaging the public in the rapidly changing world of visual and digital 
communication, museum exhibitions and other media as well as how this practice has 
changed over time to suit new audiences.

LEGACIES & VISIONS
The concept of an archaeological legacy seems to have four components: Inspiration, 
Trajectory, Achievements and Inheritance. The legacies from our predecessor 
archaeologists have inspired the present generation of archaeologists by the advances made 
in understanding and theory, by the invention or adaption of techniques and methods, 
by particular papers, articles, books and exhibitions which broke new ground or changed 
ideas and by discoveries which profoundly changed perceptions. 

Each of these gifts provide us with trajectories of thought and idea: where did they come 
from and where did they take our predecessors and are taking us? What new main tracks of 
concept and knowledge did they reveal but also what side-tracks were explored (and what 
might be worth re-exploring now)? Were their dead-ends necessarily our blind alleys and 
can we learn from or should we explore their shortcomings?

CONFERENCE THEMES
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Jocelyn Rendall 
explores evidence of 

the prosecution of those 
accused of witchcraft in 

17th-century Orkney and 
discovers how something 

as simple as a petty dispute 
with a neighbour could lead 

to a terrifying trial and a 
gruesome death

A round 1830 a small boy 
was taken to Leith to 
see the great ships in the 
harbour. An old sailor 

took him on his knee and started to 
tell him stories. He asked the child 
where he came from, and Walter Traill 
Dennison said he lived in Orkney. 
The sailor immediately threw him off 
his knee and cried, ‘O my lad, you 
hail from that lubber land where so 
many cursed witches dwell’.

References to witches can be 
found in the Orkneyinga Saga and 
throughout Orkney history. In the 
1800s there were ‘storm witches’ 
plying their trade among the seafarers 
in Stromness and belief in witches 
survived well into the 20th century. 
Often it seems that they were an 
accepted – or even respected – and 
useful member of their community, 
but the surviving records of witchcraft 
trials that took place in Kirkwall are 
evidence of serious persecution in 
the late 16th and � rst half of the 17th 
century. They allow us an insight into 

the sort of people who were accused, 
and the activities that led them to 
be condemned for ‘the devilish and 
abominable crime of Superstition, 
Witchcraft and Sorcery’.

An Act anentis Witchcraftis was 
passed by the Scottish Parliament 
in 1563, just three years after it had 
adopted a Protestant Confession 
of Faith. The Act made practising 
witchcraft, claiming supernatural 
powers and consulting witches capital 
offences, but there were very few 
prosecutions made under it until 
1589. In that year James VI visited 
Denmark to marry Anne (the sister 
of King Christian IV) and apparently 
found the Danish court seething 
with suspicion of sorcery. The bridal 
party’s stormy journey home was 
blamed on witchcraft, and on arriving 
in Scotland the paranoid king 
unleashed a bloodhunt against the 
‘witches’ who were plotting his death. 
Over 100 women were arrested in 
North Berwick and many of them 
confessed under torture to having 

met with the Devil and conspired to 
poison the king or sink his ship. James 
became so obsessed with witchcraft 
that in 1597 he wrote a treatise on it.

When he became king of England 
in 1603, James found the southern 
court more sophisticated and 
unimpressed by his Daemonologie, but 
he had done the damage in Scotland. 
The high-pro� le trials in North 
Berwick had stirred up anti-witch 
feeling and sparked off a wave of 
arrests. The Scottish Witchcraft Act 
was not repealed until 1736 and it 
has been estimated that somewhere 
between 3,000 and 4,000 witches 
were put to death in Scotland in 
the 170 years that it was on the 
statute books. The last one was Janet 
Thorne, accused of trying to turn her 
daughter into a pony with the help of 
the devil, and burned in Dornoch in 
1722. Her daughter had a congenital 
deformity of the hands and feet.

 Witches were usually but not 
invariably women. The historian 
Ernest Marwick found references 

The Orkney 
witchcraft trials

In some areas of 

the country, belief 

in witches continued 

well into the 

20th century
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The Orkney witchcraft trials

to 72 named Orkney witches, from 
the 16th century onwards, and his 
list included twelve men. Among 
them are Thomas Swintone, who was 
‘made to answer [to the Session] for 
his scandall in raising the wind that 
stormie Sunday’ in 1689, (and so 
preventing godfearing islanders from 
getting to kirk). The Accounts of the 
Burgh of Aberdeen for the � nancial 
year 1596/97 include the bills for 
burning witches – 23 women and 
one man. This is a chilling document 
for its very banality, and allows us to 
imagine more vividly the horrors that 
followed the trials.

Nobody, at this time, of any rank 
or education, had the slightest 
doubt that witches existed. The Old 
Testament law: ‘Thou shalt not suffer 
a witch to live’ was frequently quoted 
as evidence that witches did live, and 
should be put to death. There were 
intelligent men like Judge George 
Mackenzie in Edinburgh who were 
concerned about women being 
condemned in error, or out of malice, 

but they never questioned that there 
were real witches who had powers 
which came from the Devil.

The General Assembly of the Kirk 
followed up the Witchcraft Act with 

a series of its own Condemnatory 
Acts, ‘and with each act, cases and 
convictions increased’.

A copy of each Condemnatory 
Act was sent to every Presbytery 
ordering them to search out and 
prosecute witches, so kirk elders 
were primed and ready to � nd 
evidence of witchcraft when 
tales were carried to them about 
a neighbour’s malevolence. In 
Orkney, the Condemnatory Act 

passed in the Assembly of May 
1643, for example, was swiftly 
followed by the arrest of Katherine 
Craigie and Jonet Reid who were 
burned in Kirkwall that July. 

The Kirk Sessions could 
interrogate and call witnesses, but 
they were not criminal courts. They 
could only punish, with � nes or 
public penance, sins like drunkenness 
or swearing or fornication. Anyone 
accused of a more serious crime 
was handed over to the civil courts 
and taken to Kirkwall. This must 
have been a traumatic experience 
in itself: many of the ‘witches’ were 
from country parishes or even the 
North Isles and had probably never 
been to the town or among strangers 
before. Before their trial they were 
incarcerated in the cathedral in 
Marwick’s Hole, a totally dark bottle-
dungeon between the walls of the 
south transept and the choir. From 
here they were dragged out – frozen 
with cold, half-starved and absolutely 
terri� ed – to face a court of � fteen 
kirk elders and small landowners, 
the minor gentry of the county. No 
wonder that when Annie Taylor 
from Sanday was interrogated ‘she 
denied not but said she was uncouth 
[ignorant] and wist not what to say’.

If it was the woman’s � rst trial 
and the accusations did not seem 
suf� ciently weighty or credible, she 
escaped with banishment, from 
her parish or even the county. The 
Aberdeen accounts attest the practice 
of branding banished persons with 
a hot iron, so that there could be no 
possibility of them returning home 
undetected. ‘Item, to John Justice for 
burning upone the cheik of 4 several 
persones suspect of witchcraft, and 
baneschit, £1 6s 8d.’ In 1615 Jonet 
Drever in the island of Westray was 
accused of conversing with fairies 
and fostering a bairn to them. She 
was condemned to be scourged from 
one end of the town to the other and 
then banished the country, never to 
return, under pain of death. Again, 

The Old Testament law ‘Thou shalt not suffer a 
witch to live’ was frequently quoted as evidence 
that witches did live, and should be put to death

A grim depiction 

of the burning of 

alleged witches 

in 1587
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the Aberdeen accounts give a chilling 
illustration of the practice: ‘Item, for 
trailling of Manteith thro the streets 
of the toun in ane cart, who hangit 
herself in prison, and for burying 
her. 10 shillings.’ Presumably there 
were many others who committed 
suicide as a result of, or in fear of, 
this brutal punishment.

Banishment was little better than 
a death sentence, as the next county 
would be equally hostile. In 1698 the 
Kirk Session of Wick minuted that: 
‘Being informed likewise that sorcery 
and witchcraft abound so much in 
the parish – that sorcerors banished 
out of Orkney lurke there – they 
recommend seriously to the heritors 
and magistrate to banish all such out 
of the town and country.’ 

So where did they go? By law, 
paupers and beggars were obliged 
to stay in their own parish, and if 
they turned up homeless in another 
parish they would be arrested as 

vagabonds. There were Kirkwall 
statutes forbidding anyone to ‘support 
or grant hospitality to such persons, 
under pain of 40 shillings Scots……’, 
and ordering them ‘to be punished in 
the joggs or stocks’. (The joggs was an 
iron collar attached to a short chain 
which was stapled to the wall of a kirk 
or to the mercat cross). Judge George 
Mackenzie wrote of examining a 
woman who told him:

…she had not confest because she 
was guilty, but being a poor creature, 
who wrought for her meat, and being 
defam’ed for a witch she knew she would 
starve, for no person thereafter would 
either give her meat or lodging, and that 
all men would beat her, and hound Dogs 
at her, and that therefore she desired to be 
out of the World.

Around 1620 Marable Couper was 
accused of witchcraft and banished 
from the Orkney parish of Birsay, but 
she returned – she had a home and a 
husband and at least one child there 

after all – and when new accusations 
rolled in and she was arrested again 
the result was a foregone conclusion:

The Judge ordains the pannell [the 
accused] to be tane be the lockman, 
hir hands bund, and be carried to 
the head of the Loan, the place of 
execution, and thair to be knet to ane 
staik, wiried [strangled] to the death, 
and brunt in ashes.

So what had Marable and the other 
women who received this ghastly 
sentence actually done? A typical 
charge (in modernised spelling) is this 
one brought by the Mowats:

David and Margaret Mowat had 
three cows, but one died when she calved; 
the second cow calved a calf, but she 
never gave any milk, and the third cow 
for four years past never took bull [i.e. 
never got in calf again]. And at the 
following Beltane, she [Margaret] had 
one cow and two young cattle that died. 
You [Marable] did not only do these 
things by your witchcraft and devilry, but 
made it public that you had the skill to 
do these things. Which, rank witch, you 
cannot deny.

The last words state volumes about 
the kind of justice that a woman 
accused of witchcraft could expect. 
There is no question of ‘Innocent 
until proved guilty’. The trial has only 
just started and Sir John Buchanan, 

Wasbuster 

Loch in Rousay. 

Katherine Craigie 

was accused of 

trying to cure sick 

neighbours by 

making them walk 

with her around 

the Cross Kirk and 

the Loch in silence 

before sunrise

At least half of the surviving witchcraft charges 
relate to the sickness or death of cattle – 
a family’s most vital and vulnerable economic asset
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The Orkney witchcraft trials

sherriff-principal of Orkney and 
Zetland, has made his judgement: 
rank witch, you cannot deny!

The story of the Mowat’s cows is 
typical. At least half of the surviving 
witchcraft charges relate to the 
sickness or death of cattle – a family’s 
most vital and vulnerable economic 
asset. Because both people and 
animals were under-fed and cramped 
together in insanitary conditions, 
disease was endemic and mortality 
very high, and the half-starved cows 
often unproductive. It seems to be 
a constant of the human condition 
that we need to � nd someone or 
something to blame for apparently 
randomly af� icted tragedy. In records 
of witchcraft trials throughout the 
world, we invariably � nd that an 
outbreak of plague or exceptionally 
bad weather or other disaster has 
been blamed on witches. The Orkney 
witchcraft trials occurred in the 
so-called ‘Little Ice Age’, a time of 
particularly harsh weather and so of 
frequent crop failure. Malnutrition 
was a norm and, in the worst 
years, death from starvation not 
uncommon. Conditions in the 
islands were so bad that one of 
the 17th century Kirkwall statutes 
forbade anyone to recruit young 
men to go away to the � shing off 
Iceland or elsewhere, ‘forasmuch as 
the lands are laid lay and waste by 
the frequent death of the labourers 

of the ground these years bygone, 
through the great scarcity, famine 
and dearth of the land…’

Even today, modern veterinary 
science can often � nd no cause for 
apparently inexplicable deaths of 
cattle. For the Mowats, it meant ruin 
staring them starkly in the face: no 
calf to sell, no milk for the family, 
no butter to pay the rent. And at a 
time when poverty was at its worst, 
the message from the Kirk was at its 
most harsh and comfortless. Sunday 
after Sunday the Mowats heard from 
the pulpit that they were miserable 
sinners, and the Devil and his 
accomplices prowling about them.

It is interesting that Marable was 
charged with advertising that she 
had the skill to make the cows die. 
Perhaps because no-one will employ 
her, she is trying to make a living by 
her reputation, and she enhances 
that by claiming that her ‘company’ 
[coven] come and take her away with 
them every moon. Sometimes one is 
not sure if the witch actually believes 
that she does have such power, (is she 
mad, or hallucinating with hunger, 
or literally frightened out of her 
wits?) Or is she running a protection 
racket, exploiting the credulity of her 
neighbours, so that they are afraid to 
refuse her when she comes whining 
round their door begging? Here 
are some other typical examples of 
charges against the grumpy, dishonest 
or thriftless neighbours who are 

unpopular in every small community:
Robert Miller refused you meal 

that he was grinding – you went 
away murmuring to yourself – 
Robert could not make the mill gang 
that day for all his skill.

Mareoun Paulsone took some meal 
from your girnel. You cursed her and 
she is dead.

You brought in peats to Annie Peace 
– she found fault with you and you said 
she would never burn the rest. The same 
night a great storm came and the sea 
washed away all the rest of the peats.

Of course people also came to 
the witches of their own free will to 
get charms and spells. There was 
nowhere else to go to get any help. 
Katherine Craigie in Rousay loaned 
out a snood that she had taken 
from a dead woman when she laid 
her out for burial: it was known to 
be very effective against headaches 
and sciatica. On another occasion 
she took a sick neighbour down to 
the shore, before dawn, and poured 
three basinfulls of water over his 
head, ‘and everie day thairafter, he 
convalescit and becam better.’ The 
power of salt water is often evoked in 
charms. When Robert Drever’s wife 
lamented to Marion Richart that she 
had lost the pro� t of her milk (i.e. 

Detail from the 

frontplate of The 
Triumph of God’s 
Revenge Against 
the Crying and 
Excerable Sinne 
of Murder by John 

Reynolds (1621)

Katherine Craigie was tried for witchcraft twice, but the fi rst time acquitted for 

lack of suffi cient evidence against her. One of the charms that she was accused 

of using is often referred to, and was clearly in common use long before and after 

Katherine’s time.

The accusation against her went: ‘Coming to the house of Jonet Craigie, spouse to 

Robert Robson, who was deadly sick, and none that visited him expected that he could 

recover from that sickness . . . you said to Jonet: “Jonet, if I dared trust in you, I should 

know what lies on your husband... I could tell if were a hill spirit, a kirk-spirit or a water-spirit 

that troubles him.”

‘Jonet Craigie answered you that she would never reveal anything upon you, if you helped her 

goodman. You replied, “Tomorrow at evening I shall know.” [what kind of spirit]. The next morning 

you came to Jonet’s house before day, and brought with you three stones, which you put on the fi re, 

where they stayed all day till after sunset, and then you took them out of the fi re, laying them under 

the threshold of the door, where they stayed all night till early in the morning before sunrise you 

took them up, and taking a vessel fi lled with water, you put the stones in, one after another . . . Jonet 

Craigie heard them grind and grate in the water, whereupon you said, “It is a kirk-spirit which troubles 

Robbie your husband.”

‘Then you gave the vessel with the water to Jonet, and directed her to wash her husband with it.’

A time honoured charm
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she could not make butter because it 
was too thin), Marion told her to go 
down to the sea, count nine waves, 
and take water from the next one 
home and put it into her churn, and 
she would get the pro� t again. 

This aspect of the trials is 
particularly interesting, and tragic. 
Frequently the witch is not being 
blamed for causing misfortune, but 
for healing, or trying to heal, or for 
bringing good luck. 

Marion Richart heard David Jok 
complaining he had no luck � shing. 
She called for the cat and said she 

would wash its head and feet in the 
bait water, and then throw the water 
over him and his bait basket and 
he would get � sh. We are not told 
if David’s � shing was successful or 
not, but there is no suggestion that 
Marion did the charm with the cat 
for payment or any reason except to 
help a neighbour.

Jonet Reid charmed Henrie 
Sowie, of his sciatica, 

…and Henry, being unable to stir 

out of his bed for the space of fourtein 
days befoir, recoverit his health, and 
was abill for his work within twa 
dayis efter . . .whilk was done by your 
witchcraft and devilrie.

So it is not the fact that the witch is 
necessarily doing evil things, but that 
healing and recovery are as equally 
inexplicable as disease and death, and 
so can only be put down to witchcraft. 
It is a stark and unpalatable statement 
about the theology that the Kirk was 
peddling in the 17th century: even 
good events were not expected to 
come from God.

The trials appear even more 
unpleasant when you realise that it 
is these same neighbours who have 
had the good fortune to recover from 
sickness or have good luck � shing, 
and have gone voluntarily to the 
witch for charms and advice, who 
are witnessing against them. At the 
beginning of all the trials the witches 
are accused of contravening the 
Witchcraft Act, but under the Act 
consulting a witch is also a capital 

offence. Clearly most of the witnesses 
are guilty of consulting, but they are 
not being charged. Was there a deal 
in which the witnesses were promised 
immunity if they gave evidence? 

Very often the ‘crimes’ were 
committed eight, ten, � fteen years 
before the trial or even more. Jonet 
Drever – who was beaten through 
the town and banished – was accused 
of conversing with the Westray fairies 
26 years earlier. We would question 
how accurate people’s memory 
was after that time, and why they 
suddenly decided that these events 
were evidence of witchcraft. 

The trials and convictions of the 
witches appear to be almost random. 
The charms and incantations which 
they used in healing spells had been 
handed down to them and in use 
for generations. The same, or very 
similar spells, have been found in use 
at different times and places well into 
the 19th century. 

The ‘witches’ who ended up in 
Marwick’s Hole, or on Gallowha’, 
were scapegoats for practices which 
were widespread and common and 
harmless. At Katherine Craigie’s trial 
she tried to de� ect the charges by 
saying: ‘It wasn’t just me! Margaret 
Ranie healed John Bell’s cow, and 
Cristine Poke charmed the sickness 
from an ox in Saviskaill and got for 
doing it a plate of meal and a blood-
pudding on top of it. She was paid for 
it, so why am I being blamed?’ A just 
question, which was never answered.

In Margaret Corston’s deposition 
against Marable Couper, she related 
that she had been suffering from an 
incurable illness for four months 
when she passed by Marable’s house. 
She called Marable a banished witch 
and told her that, if she died, she 
would blame her for her death. The 
accusation ran: ‘You, [Marable] said 
that she might have reproved her 
quietly if she had anything to say 
to her, and you took her into your 
house, and heated some ale and 
gave it to her to drink. Whereby, as 
by your witchcraft you caused the 
sickness, so by the same devilry she 
got her health.’ If Margaret really 
believed that Marable was a witch, 
why did she go into her house and 
drink her ale? It reads as if the court 
had determined on a conviction, and 
chose not to notice the � aws in the 
witnesses’ stories.

Katherine Craigie, whose crimes 

Katherine Craigie, whose crimes seem to 
mostly consist of charms to help her 
neighbours, was burned at the stake in 1643

Those who had been 

persuaded by a 

desperate neighbour 

to cure a sick 

animal ran the risk 

of being accused 

of witchcraft, often 

decades later
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Further reading

The Court Books of Orkney 
and Shetland 1614-1615, R.S. 
Barclay (ed.) (Edinburgh 1967)

History of the Orkney Islands 
1805, G. Barry, 
(facs. repr. Edinburgh 1975)

A Brief Description of Orkney, 
Zetland, Pightland Firth and 
Caithness 1701, J. Brand, 
(repr. Edinburgh 1883)

Abbotsford Club Miscellany 
vol I: Witchcraft Sorcery 
and Superstition in Orkney, 
J. Maidment and W.B.D.D. 
Turnbull (eds.) 
(Edinburgh 1837)

An Orkney Anthology: The 
Selected Works of Ernest Walker 
Marwick, E. Marwick, Northern 
Witches, in J.D.M. Robertson, 
(ed.) (Edinburgh 1991)

Extracts from the accounts 
of the Burgh of Aberdeen, 
Miscellany of the Spalding 
Club, John Stuart (ed.) 
(Vol.5, Aberdeen 1852)

seem to mostly consist of charms to 
help her neighbours, was burned at 
the stake in 1643. There must have 
been a similar list of expenditure in 
the Burgh of Kirkwall accounts to 
that detailed for Aberdeen:

Item, for 16 loads of peats. £1 15s; 
for 4 loads of fir 16s; for 1 oil barrel 10s; 
1 tar barrel 6s 8d; 3 fathoms of rope 
3s; for the stake, carrying and setting it 
up 13s 4d; for carrying the peats, coals, 
and barrels to the hill 8s.

The accounts make it clear that 
much more is going on than simply 
an execution. A huge and expensive 
bon� re is being prepared, intended 
as a terrifying drama about the 

power of Kirk and State to destroy 
the Devil and all his works. It is put 
on for the bene� t of the spectators, 
and this account includes 8s 8d for 
carrying four railings ‘to withstand 
the press of the people’ struggling 
to get a closer view. John Justice, the 
hangman, received a fee of 6s 8d for 
every execution. 

By the late 17th century, 
attitudes were starting to change 
and presbyteries were less likely 
to accept accusations uncritically. 
Slander - taking away someone’s 
good name – was regarded as a 
very serious offence by the Kirk 
and severely punished, as in the 

case of Hugh Moare of Orphir who 
was put in Marwick’s Hole in 1688 
for maliciously declaring Barbara 
Hutchison a witch. 

One of Katherine Craigie’s 
‘crimes’ was seeking a cure for a 
sick neighbour by walking him 
round Wasbuster Loch in Rousay in 
silence before sunrise. St Tredwell’s 
Loch in Papa Westray was famous 
for centuries for miraculous cures 
sought in exactly the same way. 

Less than 60 years after 
Katherine’s execution, the Reverend 
John Brand was visiting Papa Westray 
in his capacity as a Commissioner for 
the Kirk, with the brief of extirpating 
‘heathenish and popish rites’ 
from Orkney. He wrote a detailed 
account of the rituals at the loch 
and, although he disapproved, he 
was actually quite intrigued by the 
evidence of cures, and his description 
is almost sympathetic.

Jocelyn Rendall is a freelance 
historian, with Orkney social history a 
sideline to helping to run the 400-acre 
family farm in Papa Westray.

Aberdeen Dean of 

Guild Accounts, 

1597, detailing 

payments made 

for the execution 

of witches. 

(Reproduced by 

permission of 

Aberdeen City & 

Aberdeenshire 

Archives)
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I
n the 1860s, Kilmun, in 
Argyll & Bute, was a relatively 
prosperous village, with 
many of its houses occupied 
by middle class weekenders 

or people employed locally. Some 
families, however, did not enjoy 
such secure or comfortable lives. 
Normally these poor people do not 
appear in many records; they could 
not afford grave markers and as such 
are often forgotten. The outrage of 
the community at the treatment of 
one such family, which resulted in a 
legal case with a local estate owner, 
gives a glimpse of what life was like 
for the McCallum family.

Twenty years earlier in 1841, 
William McCallum, an old soldier 
from Argyll who at the time earned 

Ann Galliard recounts the tale of a Kilmun family whose ill treatment following the 
death of the head of the family led to a community protest

money as a spoonmaker, was living 
with his family on the tidal island of 
Danna near Tayvallich in Knapdale. 
His wife Margaret was Irish, and 
somewhat in� rm. With them lived 
William’s sister Christian. His 
children were Janet, aged sixteen, 
George aged fourteen, Susan aged 
twelve, Margaret aged ten and 
George aged nine; the youngest was 
Elizabeth who was six years old. A 
60-year-old was also included in 
the household record, who gave her 
name as Ann Steel McCallum from 
Ireland, but her relationship to the 
family is unknown.

Three years later, William died 
and Margaret decided to move with 
her two sons and daughter Susan to 
Sandbank, hoping to earn a better 

living. One of her sons married, 
but his wife died and he was left to 
support their baby son. The family 
stayed together and looked after 
their mother on the proceeds of 
� shing. There is no record of the 
family in the 1851 census, other 
than a household in Achnamara 
in Knapdale, where the youngest 
daughter Elizabeth aged seventeen 
was living with her sister Janet and 
Ann, or Nancy Steel. This appears 
to have been the person living with 
the family ten years previously and 
by then may have been Elizabeth’s 
mother-in-law. Elizabeth gave her 
occupation as ‘wandering tinker’

More hardship visited the family 
when cholera was in the area a few 
years later, when both John and 

A family’s plight 

Part 2

After the death of the 

head of the family, 

the McCallums were 

forced to lead an 

itinerant lifestyle, at 

times living in tented 

accommodation

The McCallums of Kilmun

p22 Kilmun.indd   22 02/12/2014   11:34



HISTORY SCOTLAND - JANUARY / FEBRUARY 2015 HISTORY SCOTLAND - JANUARY / FEBRUARY 2015 23 22 

A 19th-century family

the meeting on 20 July, stating that 
‘it was alleged that she [Janet] had 
intruded into Mr Patrick’s lands and 
was squatting there.’ Mr Patrick was 
urged to reconsider his treatment of 
the family, whilst those present at 
the meeting resolved to raise a sum 
of money to help Janet with legal 
fees should the case continue.

As there were no further press 
reports or legal references to the 
case it can likely be concluded that 
in the face of community pressure, 
Mr Patrick backed down and no 
longer pursued his claim. Life on the 
shore for the McCallum family once 
more felt secure.

The next sighting of the 
McCallum family is in the 1871 
census. Janet and her extended 
family were still in the area – this 
time noted as living on Blairmore 
Road – and sleeping on the road. 
Ten years later the family were living 
a little way along the shore of Loch 
Long, at Garletter (sic) Point, and 
were living in tents. 

A new member of the group 
had appeared – John Graham, a 
Greenock man.  Janet gave her 
age as 68. By 1891 the family had 
dispersed, but Janet and John, giving 
their ages respectively as 86 and 71, 
were still together in their tents at 
Gairletter Point, with Janet giving 
her occupation as � sherwoman, and 
named as head of the household.

The ages quoted are inconsistent 
with earlier censuses and may 
simply be mistakes by the 
enumerator or perhaps Janet was 
misleading the clerk! 

The story of the McCallums 
was brought up to the present day 
recently, when the ancestors of 
William McCallum, the soldier 
whose death led the family into 
poverty, visited Kilmun. Garry 
McCallum, a direct descendant 
of William, visited Kilmun 
churchyard with his family, where 
he was able to see the McCallum 
burial site, a common grave under 
trees  beside a stream.

Historic Kilmun would like to thank 
the Duke of Argyll for access to archive 
material used to research this feature.

Historic Kilmun website:
www.historickilmun.org 

George died within a few hours of 
one another. They were buried on 
the same day at Kilmun and sadly 
there was no money for a gravestone.

The oldest sister of the family, 
Janet, was a determined woman 
who shouldered the responsibility 
of earning money to support her 
elderly mother, her sisters and 
her young orphaned nephew 
through the means of � shing. The 
resourceful Janet found a ruinous 
hut available across the loch on 
the shore at Kilmun. There they 
lived until the hut collapsed a few 
months later. Janet threw all her 
efforts into building a new hut 
on the shore, which was actually 
below the high water mark. This 
was their home until a very high 
tide washed it away. 

An unnamed and benevolent 
local lady came to Janet’s rescue 
and helped provide the materials 
for a better hut on the same spot. 
The perilous situation was chosen 
because the area of land between 
high and low watermark was thought 
not to belong to anyone.

The youngest of the family, 
Elizabeth, then married a � sherman, 
William Craig, and Janet was left to 
care for her young children as well 
as continuing with the � shing.  The 
housewives of Kilmun were happy to 
buy Janet’s fresh � sh and found it a 
great convenience. The community 
admired the hard work and obvious 

commitment of Janet. She was 
regarded as a caring, industrious, 
honest and admirable person who 
was part of the community. 

At the time of the 1861 census 
we � nd the family recorded 
at ‘Tinker’s Hut, Kilmun’ 
with Margaret as head of the 
household aged 84, Janet, Susan 
and Elizabeth all shown as 
unmarried (although Elizabeth 
gives her name as Craig) and 
working as � sher women. 
The family included four of 
Margaret’s grandchildren – 
William McCallum aged twelve, 
Margaret Small aged nine, 
Robert Morrison aged eleven and 
Margaret Craig aged three.

At the age of 86 Margaret 
McCallum died and was buried 
beside her two sons. After living in 
Kilmun for some years, Janet and 
her charges must have felt a degree 
of security despite having to live in 
an extremely frugal way. The many 
hardships and problems however, 
were not at an end. 

The family was turned out of 
its seashore hut by a Mr Patrick, 
who had recently become the 
proprietor of Kilmun. Outrage at 
the treatment of the family, who 
were reduced to living on the bare 
rocks of the beach, was such that 
a public meeting was held in the 
town in July 1867. The Dunoon 
Courier & Argus carried a report on 

The Kilmun 

community, 

outraged that the 

McCallums had 

been evicted from 

their makeshift 

seashore home, 

called a public 

meeting to pressure 

the landlord into 

changing his mind

The McCallums of Kilmun
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The origins of Tarskavaig
The name Tarskavaig comes from 
Old Norse and dates back to when 
the � rst Norwegian settlers arrived 
on Skye, possibly during the ninth 
century AD. It is derived from torsg 
(cod) and vig (bay). The presence 
of a signi� cant Viking boatyard 
at Rubh’ an Dùnain, just � fteen 
miles from the village, con� rms 
the importance of the area to the 
Vikings. The earliest reference 
to Tarskavaig is contained in a 
book about the history of Clan 
MacDonald which alludes to the 
planned murder of two MacDonald 
brothers from the village in the 
year 1500. The � rst documentary 
evidence is contained in Lord 
MacDonald’s estate rental records 

While researching his family tree David Hutchison uncovered the desperate struggle for survival 
at Tarskavaig, a remote coastal crofting community on Lord MacDonald’s old estate in the Sleat 
Peninsula of Skye. Many factors affecting the Highlands also impacted Tarskavaig so the account 
of this small village provides us with a unique microcosm of 19th-century Highland history

of 1718. However, it was not 
until 1766 that a small farming 
community at Tarskavaig � rst 
appeared on any map. 

The early farm operated under 
the old ‘run-rig’ system, a practice 
which was extensively employed 
throughout Europe until the 
mid-18th century. Strips of land 
on the farm were rotated between 
families on a regular basis to ensure 
they all got a share of the best and 
worst ground. As a result there was 
never any incentive to adequately 
manure the land or undertake major 
drainage projects, which were so 
essential in the peaty soil around 
Tarskavaig. This type of agriculture 
was inef� cient and led to signi� cant 
deterioration of the soil over time. 

It was only the introduction of the 
potato from Ireland in 1743 that 
allowed the new coastal crofting 
communities to develop. This high-
yield crop could be grown in the 
poorer soil where other crops would 
not grow and by 1800 was providing 
most of the diet. 

The ‘First Statistical Account’ 
of Sleat was produced by the 
Reverend Martin MacPherson 
during the 1790s. It provided a 
wide range of information and a 
comprehensive analysis of the issues 
in the Parish. It highlighted that 
the resources of the land and sea 
were able to support the growing 
population so the tenants did not 
need to ‘go south’ to earn money 
to help pay the rent, but sadly the 
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pro� t considerably from this new 
coastal village because crofting was 
a more ef� cient form of agriculture 
than the old run-rig tenure and 
the estate could potentially make 
large pro� ts from kelping, mainly 
because there would now be enough 
people on the coast to carry out 
the very labour intensive cutting 
and manufacturing process. Higher 
rents could also be charged at 
Tarskavaig as the tenants would now 
be making extra money from kelping 
and � shing and more rent could 
be collected because the number 
of tenants initially trebled from 
ten to 31 (but with the subsequent 
subdivision of plots eventually 44 
families were living there). New 
sheep farmers from the south could 
also be charged considerably more 
rent for the old hill pastures which 
had been previously cleared.

However, an article in the 
Scotsman on 13 September, 1881 
shed light on the precarious nature 
of coastal crofting and explained 
how it led to overpopulation. In 
essence, the crofts were viable, but 
only as long as the key activities 
were doing well:

As originally portioned out, the crofts 
seem to have been sufficient to maintain 
a family and pay the landlord his rent; 
but when the kelp trade was � ourishing, 
when potatoes were extensively and 
successfully cultivated, when � shings 
were good and the price of cattle high, 
many crofters gathered clusters of 
dependents about them far beyond what 
the croft could maintain under any 
normal circumstances.

The village was established in 
1811 when it was laid out to 31 
small crofts on predominately poor 
ground around the Tarskavaig Bog. 
The plots (2 to 3.3 acres) were not 
large enough to support a family 
from the land alone, so the tenants 
were forced to earn money from 
kelping and � shing in order to pay 
the rent. Sir John McNeill’s report 
into the state of poverty in 1851, 
and the Napier Commission in 
1884, contained many insightful 
commentaries about the size of croft 
needed to feed a family. The crofts 
at Tarskavaig were just a third of the 
size needed to support a family from 

Tarskavaig

situation was about to change. At 
the end of the 18th century a large 
number of absentee landlords in 
the Highlands stood accused of 
raising the rent of their tenants to 
unacceptably high levels in order to 
fund their extravagant new lifestyles 
in Edinburgh and London. The 
second Lord MacDonald inherited 
his father’s estate on Skye in 
1795, but spent most of his life in 
England and overseas. He had little 
direct involvement with his tenants, 
and even less empathy with them or 
their Gaelic roots. 

Two comprehensive reports on 
the agriculture and economy of 
the Hebrides underpinned Lord 
MacDonald’s decision to reform 
management of his estate and 
develop a new village at Tarskavaig 
farm. John Walker, who was Professor 
of Natural History at the University 
of Edinburgh, undertook six arduous 
journeys in the region between 1760 
and 1786. After some updating, a 
very comprehensive 2 volume report 
on his observations, entitled An 
Economical History of the Hebrides 
and Highlands of Scotland, was 
published in 1808. He painted a 
vivid picture of an extremely isolated 
region, which had not kept up 
with modern agricultural practice. 
James MacDonald’s all-embracing 
Agricultural Review of 1811 
highlighted that Lord MacDonald’s 
tenants were still using the inef� cient 
run-rig system on “a very large 
portion of the � nest soil of the 
estate….” and also drew attention to 
the inadequate development of the 
� shing industry. 

During the early 1800s it was 
reported that around two thirds 

of Lord MacDonald’s tenants in 
Sleat were planning to emigrate, 
rather than move to the new 
coastal crofting communities like 
Tarskavaig. Lord MacDonald 
desperately needed people to 
move to his estate to provide 
cheap labour for his very pro� table 
kelping operation, but even with 
some rent reduction the emigration 
continued. Vigorous campaigning 
by the landowners through the 
Highland Society of Scotland 
led to the Passenger Vessel Act of 
1803, which was ostensibly created 
to protect Highlanders from 
unscrupulous agents and improve 
conditions on board the emigration 
ships. The Act restricted the 
number of passengers, improved 
living conditions on-board and 
required a surgeon to be present 
on each voyage. It increased the 
cost of a passage from £3 to £10, 
which put it well out of reach 
for most crofters, bringing mass 
emigration to an abrupt halt. The 
main architect of the legislation, 
Charles Hope, revealed the true 
Machiavellian intent of the scheme: 

I had the chief hand in preparing 
and carrying thro’ parliament an 
Act which was professedly calculated 
merely to regulate the equipment and 
victualing of ships carrying passengers 
to America, but which certainly was 
intended both by myself and other 
gentlemen of the committee to prevent 
the pernicious spirit of discontent 
against their own country, and rage for 
emigrating to America.

With the dramatic collapse in 
the price of kelp between 1815 
and 1825, landowners quickly 
realised that tenants were no 
longer an asset but a major 
� nancial burden, so they needed 
to be removed quickly. When the 
Passenger Vessel Act of 1803 was 
ultimately repealed in 1826, the 
cost of a passage fell and large scale 
emigration resumed. 

Tarskavaig village 
The new village of Tarskavaig was 
developed to exploit the resources 
of the sea and under-utilised, poor-
quality land along the coast. Lord 
MacDonald believed he would 

Tarskavaig Bay. 
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1837. There was considerable snow 
in January 1837, but the worst of the 
weather was still to come. Blizzards 
began at the end of February and 
even through March the weather 
was still described as severe. This 
caused signi� cant disruption to 
transportation, distress to the 
livestock and damage to root crops. 
Deer were dying through lack of 
fodder on the hills and the frost 
was so severe that many lambs 
died immediately after they were 
born. Robert Graham’s inspection 
of the Scottish Highlands and the 
West Coast in 1837 found most 
communities to be, ‘in a state of 
unexampled destitution’. In the Parish 
of Sleat nearly 1,500 (50 percent) 
out of the total population of 3,000 
required aid, compared to around 200 
(7 percent) in an average year. 

Poor management of the estate had 
allowed too large a population for the 
available resources. However, it was 
the effects of the very severe winter 
of 1836-37 that � nally ‘tipped the 
balance’ and led to over a century of 
relentless depopulation. In the good 

trade; the demobilisation of 300,000 
soldiers and sailors along with their 
reintegration into society; declining 
wages; and major industrial unrest 
(Luddites). The post-war recession of 
1815-22 was disastrous for Tarskavaig 
due to a catastrophic 40 percent 
collapse in the price of all the main 
products sold by the village: black 
cattle, wool, � sh, kelp and oats. 

Kelp reached a peak of around 
£20 per ton in 1810, but fell 
dramatically to just £5 per ton 
by 1830. The collapse of the kelp 
industry had a dramatic effect on 
the � nances of Lord MacDonald’s 
estate and he was no longer able 
to assist his tenants. With the 
deteriorating economic situation 
in the aftermath of the Napoleonic 
Wars and the collapse of the kelp 
industry, the rapidly expanding 
population was about to become a 
major issue.

Year of Destitution
The infamous ‘Year of Destitution’ 
in 1837 was the turning point in 
the history of Tarskavaig. After 
reaching a peak of 250 in 1837, the 
number of inhabitants in the village 
declined for well over a century. The 
catastrophe was brought about by 
a wide range of issues which had 
been building up over a number of 
years. These included the small size 
of the plots and overpopulation, the 
collapse of the kelp industry and 
poor agricultural practices, but the 
principal culprit was a long spell of 
exceptionally bad weather. 

Spare agricultural capacity is 
needed to cope with unpredictable 
and extreme weather patterns. 
Unfortunately, the subsistence level 
crofting carried out at Tarskavaig 
offered no such protection from 
the volatile Atlantic weather on the 
rugged west coast of Skye. There 
were poor harvests on Skye in 1835 
and 1836 due to the severe winter 
weather which continued until 

March. This terrible winter was 
the trigger point for the destitution 
which wreaked havoc on Skye in 

The crofts at Tarskavaig were just a third of the size 
needed to support a family from the land alone

the land alone. In the hasty pursuit 
of pro� t Lord MacDonald put far 
too many people on the land.

The economy of Tarskavaig was 
dependent on � ve key activities: 
the breeding of black cattle for 
sale; growing potatoes; the rearing 
of sheep for wool, and � shing and 
kelping. Tragically, during the 
course of the 19th century these 
vital sources of employment and 
subsistence successively failed, or 
declined, leaving the economy of 
the village in ruins. It was only 
by � nding ever more ‘work in the 
south’ that crofting families were 
able to survive. Unlike other � shing 
villages on Skye, it was white � sh 
rather than herring that was the 
main ‘economic’ catch. Although 
kelp did provide an important 
source of revenue for the crofters at 
Tarskavaig, there is no indication 
that it ever made a signi� cant 
contribution to the overall � nances 
of Lord MacDonald’s estate.

Napoleonic Wars
The Napoleonic Wars (1803-15) had 
a major impact on every aspect of life 
in Skye as up to 23 percent of island’s 
men fought in the con� ict. During 
the course of the wars the price of 
the main Highland commodities 
(beef, mutton, wool, oatmeal, and 
herring) remained high, and peaked 
around 1815. However, by the 
end of the wars Skye had become 
inextricably linked to the demands 
of the industrialised south, and 
therefore much more susceptible 
to the vagaries of the international 
markets. Despite the great victory 
for Britain, it was left with serious 
economic and social problems. 
Contrary to expectations, there was 
a lack of demand for goods in the 
aftermath of the war, exports and 
imports fell and wholesale prices 
slumped. There was a period of major 
economic and social readjustment 
due to the large war debt of £834 

million; conversion from a wartime 
to a peacetime economy; a desperate 
need to re-establish international 
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years kelp sold for £16 to £20 per 
ton but by 1837 had plummeted to 
£3 per ton, which was close to the 
cost of production. As a result Lord 
MacDonald was in � nancial ruin 
with unsustainable debts and unable 
to help his tenants when they needed 
it most. After the Year of Destitution 
in 1837 the land at Tarskavaig 
could no longer support the rising 
population, and emigration was seen 
by many as the only solution. 

Second Statistical Account 
of Sleat, 1840
The Second Statistical Account 
of the parish of Sleat written by 
Reverend Alexander McIvor in 
December 1840 describes a region 
in severe distress and poverty due to 
crop failures, overstocking and the 
widespread introduction of sheep:

The able-bodied among them, after 
their potatoes are planted in the end 
of spring, go to the south in search 
of employment. They return again 
at Martinmas; and their earnings 
go to pay the landlord’s rents, and 
to support the weaker members of 
their families. The winter is almost 
altogether spent in idleness. There is no 
demand for labour in the parish, and 
hence there is only occasional exertion 
on the part of the people. 

As the summer’s earnings are spent 
during the winter, there is seldom or 
never a fund laid up for sickness or old 
age; and when either of these comes, 
there is great poverty and privation. 
Their clothing consists of cloth of their 
own manufacture. This they � nd 
� tter to resist the weather, than any 
manufactured in the south. Their food 
consists principally of potatoes. 

Oatmeal is a luxury among them, 
and butcher meat is seldom tasted. 
[…] Their cattle and sheep stocks are 
also mismanaged. They keep nearly 
a double stock on their hill pastures; 
hence the animals are stinted in their 
growth, and are generally worth little. 
[…] Their poverty arises very much 
from overpopulation… Population 
has increased from 1788 to 3000, and 
lands which were possessed by labouring 
tenants are now converted to sheep-
farms. This has reduced the people’s 
means of support. […] 

Their abject poverty stands in the 
way of any stimulus that may be 

applied for enabling them to better 
their conditions; and if matters are 
left as they are, there will very soon 
be such a mass of pauperism as it is 
alarming to contemplate. 
The most efficient remedy 
appears to be an extensive and 
well-regulated emigration.
The chilling conclusion by Reverend 
McIvor is that the solution to this 
overpopulation was mass emigration. 

Potato blight
Paradoxically, the humble potato 
contributed to both the initial 
success of Tarskavaig and the 
irrevocable collapse of its economy. 
During the 18th century, feeding 
the rapidly rising population on 
a traditional Highland diet of 
oatmeal, cheese and a little meat 
became an issue, when production 
could no longer satisfy demand. 
Fortunately, the potato arrived 
in time to allow the new coastal 
crofting communities to develop. In 
the depression that followed the end 
of the Napoleonic Wars in 1815 the 
population of Tarskavaig continued 

to grow while the price of beef, 
wool and kelp plummeted, thereby 
reducing their income and means 
of support. As a result the crofters 
became far too dependent on the 
potato, which now provided around 
80 percent of their diet. 

The Potato Blight of 1846 was a 
massive blow to crofting in Tarskavaig. 
Rain, dew and high levels of humidity 
provide the perfect conditions for 
development of the virulent Potato 
Blight infection (Phytophthora 
Infestans). The spores of this fungus 
can spread very quickly by wind and 
rain over large distances and destroy 
crops in a matter of a few days. In 
Ireland the Potato Blight destroyed the 
crop in 1845, leading to widespread 
starvation, disease and death – 20,000 
died of starvation, and a further 
193,000 died from typhus. 

In the summer of 1846 the same 
fungus spread to Scotland and the 
crop was a failure in many parts 
of the country. Many people were 
reduced to eating shell� sh on the 
shore, and there was even intense 
competition for that. Scurvy 
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to Australia on three HIES ships 
between 1852 and 1854. Although 
emigration provided an escape from 
the rigours of life on Skye, conditions 
aboard these emigrant ships were 
often appalling. The Times described 
one such vessel in 1854:

The emigrant is shewn a berth, a 
shelf of coarse pinewood in a noisome 
dungeon, airless and lightless, in which 
several hundred persons […] are stowed 
away, on shelves two feet one inch above 
each other […] still reeking from the 
ineradicable stench left by the emigrants 
on the last voyage […] After a few 
days have been spent in the pestilential 
atmosphere created by the festering 
mass of squalid humanity imprisoned 
between the damp and steaming decks, 
the scourge bursts out, and to the 
miseries of � lth, foul air and darkness is 
added the Cholera.

For the families that did not 
emigrate, most were forced to � nd 
ever more work in the south. In 
order to maintain a family in 1851, 
60 percent of households on Skye 
needed to send one able bodied 
man, and at least one other member 
of the family to work in the south. 
The situation became so critical 
that even young girls had to travel 
as far as the north of England to 

� nd employment to support their 
desperate families.

Weeping in the Isles
Over and above the normal 
religious obligations, the church 
played a vital role in aiding the 
community. Many ministers were 
very active in supporting the 
rights of the crofters, and one in 
particular highlighted the plight 
of the young ‘Skye Girls’ who 
went south to work in the mills of 
northern England. 

The Reverend John Forbes was 
an important � gure on Skye, and a 
very enthusiastic champion of the 
local community during a period 
of great turmoil in the region. 
Reverend Forbes studied at the 
University of Edinburgh and was 
later ordained by the Church of 
Scotland at Kilmore in 1851. He 
was considered one of the best 
Gaelic scholars in his day and as an 
enthusiastic teacher, he encouraged 
many children in Sleat to attend 
university. In 1853, he published 
a small book, Weeping in the Isles, 
which exposed the appalling abuse 
suffered by the ‘Skye Girls’, who 
were cruelly exploited in a cotton 
mill at Marple, near Manchester. 
Two sisters who died as a result 
of this ill-treatment, Marian and 
Catherine Robertson, were his 
parishioners from Tarskavaig 
(croft 31). This in� uential book 
was widely discussed in the 
newspapers, and as a result many 
Skye girls did not go south to 
� nd work in the mills, despite the 
widespread famine and poverty on 
Skye at the time.

Lord MacDonald’s estate
With the major loss of revenue 
from kelping (mostly from Lord 
MacDonald’s estate on North 
Uist) and the collapse of beef and 
wool prices after the Napoleonic 
Wars, the estate was struggling 
to survive. During the 1830s and 
1840s the estate was managed by 
a series of agents who attempted 
to clear parts of the land for more 
pro� table sheep rearing. 

Following the Potato Blight of 
1846, the � nances of the estate 
began to spiral out of control. 
Tenants were unable to pay their 
rent, relief supplies were needed, 

and typhus struck, and their 
weak under-nourished bodies 
had no resistance to cholera. 
However, with Government relief 
organisations already in place, 
enough meal was quickly shipped 
to prevent deaths from starvation 
in the Highlands and Islands 
and fortunately typhus never 
reached the epidemic proportions 
encountered in Ireland. For 
another decade the people of the 
Highlands and Islands were unable 
to rely on the crop on which they 
had chie� y depended. Evictions, 
clearances and mass emigration 
now followed.

Emigration
Following the potato blight of 1846 
and the subsequent poor harvests 
there was an exodus from Skye and 
a second wave of mass emigration 
to Australia. The formation of the 
Highlands and Islands Emigration 
Society (HIES) in 1852, allowed 
a relatively cheap way for the 
Lord MacDonald estate on Skye 
to remove its surplus population. 
Between 1852 and 1854, 302 
people (55 families) left Sleat 
under the auspices of the HIES. 
Detailed ship records indicate that 
four Tarskavaig families (a total 
of seventeen people) emigrated 
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and additional loans had to be 
arranged to keep the estate going. 
Lord MacDonald’s � nances 
deteriorated so much that in 1847 
he had to apply to the Court of 
Session to dispose of parts of the 
estate to pay his massive debt of 
£181,977. 

The eminent Edinburgh 
accountant James P Brown 
was retained to take control of 
the estate. He was elected � rst 
president of the Institute of 
Accountants in Edinburgh during 
1853, the very same year he 
was involved in the scandalous 
clearances at Boreraig and 
Suishnish. He recommended the 
sale of North Uist and Kilmore 
and by May 1856 the debt and 
� nances of the estate were under 
control. While selling the two 
properties to save the estate was 
inevitable, what is impossible to 
accept is the unimaginable cost 
in human suffering as a result of 
brutal evictions, forced emigration 
and the callous annihilation of 
entire communities.

Napier Commission
During the early 1880s rents on 
Skye had been exorbitantly high, 
leading to the rent strikes which 
culminated in the infamous ‘battle 
of the Braes’ in 1882. One crofter 

on Lord Macdonald’s estate in 
Braes had been paying a rent of 
£11 10s for several years, but when 
it was properly assessed it was 
found that a fair rent would have 
been £3 10s. Lord MacDonald 
stood accused of ‘rack-renting’, a 
Highland term used to describe 
the insidious process whereby 
a landowner unjustly used his 
absolute control of the land to 
charge excessive rents under 
the threat of eviction. Alexander 
Nicolson in his book History of 
Skye drew attention to the rack-
renting scandal:
Soon the public came to know of the 
scandalous extent to which rack-
renting had been carried on, and the 
unrighteous methods that had been 
practised to deprive a defenceless and 
unsophisticated peasantry off the land 
which had been occupied by their 
families for many generations.

The Napier Commission was 
set up to address the political 
unrest in the Highlands, but 
sadly it was never intended to 
solve all its economic problems. 
The Napier Commission Report, 
published in 1884, provided 
an invaluable insight into the 
dif� culties faced by crofters in 
the Highlands. John MacDonald 
(71 years old) was elected by the 
villagers of Tarskavaig to represent 
them at the hearings held at Isle 
Ornsay on 17 May 1883. In an 
opening statement he outlined 
their principal grievances, namely: 
plots of land that were too small; 
inferior soil; overcrowding due 
to evictions and clearances; the 
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expansion of sheep farming; and 
lack of an adequate pier and shelter 
at Tarskavaig:

A good number of years ago, but 
within the memory of some of the 
oldest inhabitants, Tarskavaig was 
inhabited by only four tenants, who 
had the ground divided into � ve equal 
portions at a very moderate rent. They 
were in a pretty comfortable condition, 
living solely on the produce of the 
ground. Subsequently, as evictions and 
clearances became prevalent throughout 
the parish, sheep farming got the 
preference; people evicted from other 
townships began gradually to crowd 
in upon us, till, at the present day, our 
township is inhabited by forty tenants, 
occupying patches of ground varying 
from 1.5 acres to 3.5 acres. It therefore, 
stands to reason that, out of such a 
small portion of land, it is an utter 
impossibility to make a livelihood, as 
the ground is of very inferior quality. 

What we desire more especially is a 
reasonable share of the land, whereof 
we can make a livelihood, without 
being obliged to go to distant parts of 
the country to earn a living, which is 
at once meagre and laborious. There 
is sufficient land to distribute, the land 
formerly cultivated by tenantry, but of 
late converted into sheep farms.

– Is Tarskavaig a good � shing 
place? – It is not very good; it was at 
one time good.

– Have you a good port there? 
– There is no place where we can 

draw up our boats from the march of 
Tarskavaig at all. We go to the south 
side of Tocavaig pier.

People removed from Lord MacDonald’s Estate
(based on decrees registered in Portree)
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Further reading

The Agricultural Review of 
Hebrides and Western Isles, 
James MacDonald (The Board of 
Agriculture, 1811)

Weeping in the Isles, Rev J Forbes, 
1852. Sabhal Mòr Ostaig, digital 
collection: http://scot.sh/hsforbes1 

History of Skye, Alexander 
Nicolson (Glasgow, 1930) 

Report on the Viking Boatyard 
at Rubh’ an Dùnain, Bracadale, 
Skye. ‘Data Structure Report’, by 
Dr Colin Martin, 21 September 
2009: http://scot.sh/hsdatax

Tarskavaig History, D Hutchison, 
2012. The Islands Book Trust 
website: http://scot.sh/hshutchison 

The Crofter’s Holdings (Scotland) 
Act of 1886 was introduced largely 
as a result of well organised agitation 
by crofters, particularly on Skye. 
The new legislation redressed the 
balance in the favour of crofters by 
providing a Crofters’ Commission 
to determine fair rents and settle 
disputes; security of tenure; 
compensation for improvements 
made to crofts; and above all, the 
important right to buy.

Population 
The population of Tarskavaig 
declined steadily from a peak of 
250 in 1837 to 167 by 1901. The 
second half of the 19th century was 
a period of industrial and economic 
growth in the country when 
wages rose dramatically, thereby 
encouraging more employment 
outside the village. 

The 1861-1901 Census returns 
indicate that despite all the traumatic 
changes which took place at 
Tarskavaig during the second half 
of the 19th century, the inhabitants 
endeavoured to adapt to the changing 
circumstances. The number of 

full-time ‘crofters’ in the village 
increased from nineteen to 44. Full-
time ‘� shermen’ fell from � fteen to 
just two people, but this loss was 
almost replaced by the eleven new 
‘yachtsmen’ in the village. 

Sailing and racing was becoming 
popular on the Clyde during the 
1850s, so well paid yachtsmen 
could provide supplementary 
income to support traditional 
crofting. With the crops planted in 

the spring, men would head off to 
the Clyde for the yachting season 
but could still be back in time to 
harvest the crops at the end of the 
summer. There was also a very 
dramatic reduction in the number 
of unskilled ‘labourers’ from eleven 
to just one, no doubt due to job 
opportunities outside the village. 

As the pressure on crofting 
increased, the size of families 
reduced considerably, from six per 
household in 1841 to just 3.5 per 
household in 1901. When crofting 
was introduced in the early 1800s a 
croft could support a typical family 
of � ve to six persons. However, 

nowadays only � ve percent of the 
crofts on Skye are big enough to 
support an average family of two to 
three persons and there is only one 
working croft at Tarskavaig.

Regardless of all the 
improvements in land ownership 
brought about by the Crofters’ 
Holdings Act of 1886, traditional 
crofting continued its unrelenting 
decline into the 20th century. 
Increasingly, the crofters had to 
derive substantial income from 
employment outside the village in 
order to keep the crofts. Despite all 
their efforts the population fell from 
a peak of 250 to just 68 in 2001.

Following formation of the Clan 
Donald Lands Trust in 1971 and 
creation of the successful Sabhal 
Mòr Ostaig (Gaelic college) at 
Kilmore in 1974, there has been a 
major recovery in the population 
of Sleat. Despite the considerable 
depopulation which has taken 
place at Tarskavaig since 1837, it is 
hoped that the proposed expansion 
of Sabhal Mòr Ostaig will revitalise 
employment in the region and 
ultimately increase the number of 
full-time residents in the village.

Retired industry analyst, David 
Hutchison, researched Tarskavaig’s 
history in a bid to understand how his 
Robertson ancestors would have lived 
and why they left Skye.

A Skye schoolhouse 

built c. 1815

Deer were dying through lack of fodder on the 
hills and the frost was so severe that many lambs 
died immediately after they were born
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Bernard C. Lloyd began collecting works by Sir Walter Scott 
as a young man. His original intention was to obtain a 
copy of every book written, edited or contributed to by 

Walter Scott. Over thirty years, Lloyd was more or less successful 
in this ambition of creating one of the most extensive collections of 
print materials relating to Walter Scott anywhere in the world. In 
2002 Bernard Lloyd decided to sell his collection to raise money 
for philanthropic purposes and as a result it was purchased by the 
University of Aberdeen with a substantial grant from the Heritage 
Lottery Fund and with further assistance from the University’s John 
and Dorothy Macdonald bequest. 

Such a magnificent collection is, of course, invaluable for Scott 
scholarship. Scott was the best-seller of his day and his work was 
received with unprecedented popularity and a corresponding rate 
of sales. As a result it went through multiple editions in the course 
of his lifetime. A collection holding all editions of each work, is, 
therefore, a rich resource for those producing scholarly editions and 
it is no coincidence that both the Edinburgh Edition of the Waverley 
Novels (the first critical edition of Scott’s fiction completed in 30 
volumes in 2012) and the Edinburgh Edition of Walter Scott’s Poetry 
(begun in 2010 with the first volume due to appear in 2015) have 
been co-ordinated by scholars at Aberdeen.  

However, the collection is of interest in ways far beyond those 
engaged in editing activity. Having succeeded in his initial goal, 
Lloyd went on to gather the many translations of Scott’s work 
that appeared as his fame travelled through Europe and beyond. 
The collection contains, for example, the first Swedish translation 
of Waverley, published in Stockholm in 1824 as well as editions 
of Ivanhoe in French, Danish, Spanish and Hungarian. Lloyd 
also collected examples of the many adaptations of Scott’s work 
to appear both in his own lifetime and after his death. Unofficial 
chapbook versions of his work (containing only 40 pages and selling 
for 6d), appeared almost simultaneously with some of Scott’s novels 
and offer a particularly rich and luridly illustrated vein of interest. 
Dramatic productions of Scott’s work were also frequent  and the 

collection holds both play scripts and playbills, 
demonstrating just how often Scott’s 

work appeared on the stage in the 19th 
century, and, for those interested in 

theatre history, where they were 
produced, which actors appeared 
in them, and often which plays 
were performed on the same 
night. As Jerome Mitchell has 
demonstrated, Scott’s work has 
been adapted for operatic form 
more than any author with the 
exception of Shakespeare, and one 

of the highlights of the collection is 
a copy of the first edition of the vocal 

score of Rossini’s La Dona del Lago in both Italian and German.
Towards the end of the 19th century Scott’s star was on the wane 

to some extent and he began to be classified, much to his critical 
misfortune, as a children’s author. This too is represented in the 
collection, which holds examples both of Alice F. Jackson’s series 
of Scott novels ‘Retold for Boys and Girls’ and of the comic book 
versions of his work that appeared in the 20th century. 

The Bernard C. Lloyd collection offers a rich resource for all 
those interested in Scott, the rise of the novel and its development 
internationally, the history of the book more generally and what Ann 
Rigney has defined as the ‘afterlives’ of an author’s career. All items 
in the collection are listed in the general catalogue of the University 
of Aberdeen Sir Duncan Rice Library with a shelf mark ‘WS’ and 
can be consulted in the Special Collections Centre. Those interested 
in viewing the collection should email: speclib@abdn.ac.uk to check 
on availability, access and opening hours.

Sir Duncan Rice Library, University of Aberdeen, 
Bedford Road, Aberdeen AB24 3AA; tel: 01224 273330; 
website: http://scot.sh/sdrlibrary

The Bernard C. Lloyd Collection 
of  Sir Walter Scott Materials

Professor Alison Lumsden introduces one of  the world’s most extensive collections of  Sir Walter Scott 
print materials, which includes translations, scripts and playbills, all collected by one man who aimed to 

create a complete collection of  this prolific author’s work

The collection is rich in Sir Walter Scott memorabilia (© University Of Aberdeen Library)
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A
fter centuries of 
providing charity for 
others, Cowane’s 
Hospital needs a 
helping hand.

John Cowane, a 17th-century 
Stirling merchant, moneylender, 
landowner, councillor, Dean of 
Guild and privateer, left 40,000 
merks in his will to provide an 
almshouse for ageing guild brethren. 
This laid the foundation for what 
is believed to be Scotland’s second 
oldest surviving charity, and the 
creation of the beautiful, but now 
endangered, Cowane’s Hospital.

Located in Stirling beside the 
Kirk of the Holy Rude, the hospital 
and its gardens were a powerful 
statement of the wealth, power 
and charity of the mercantile 
class. The building (often known 
as the Guildhall) later underwent 
substantial changes which 
transformed it into a grand meeting 
place for the Stirling Guildry. 
The oak-panelled walls are hung 
with portraits of past deans and 
decorated with the brethrens’ 
‘reversed 4’ symbol.

But behind the splendour, the 
building is in need of urgent repairs 

Matthew Shelley highlights the plight of Stirling’s historic Cowane’s Hospital, which, 
after centuries of providing charity to aged townspeople, is now in need of restoration

Cowane’s Hospital under threat 

simply to survive. A sad symptom 
of its condition is that this year 
the wooden hand fell off a statue 
of Cowane himself, which has 
stood in a niche above the entrance 
since 1650. Though, according 
to local folklore, he is not always 
there. Every Hogmanay, Auld 
Staneybreeks, as he is affectionately 
known, is said to jump down and 

dance in the forecourt.
The Hospital’s place in the local 

community is long established and 
now, plans are being developed 
to save Cowane’s Hospital and to 
give it a future at the heart of this 
community, as well as creating 
a new visitor attraction of 
national signi� cance.

Run by the Cowane’s Hospital 
Maintenance Trust (separate from 
the Cowane’s Trust charity which 
helps various vulnerable groups) the 
aim is to restore some rooms and 
the 18th-century gardens, which 
include Scotland’s oldest functioning 
bowling green.

One of the most impressive 
survivals from the early days of 
the hospital is the kitchen, which 
lies in the basement. If this can 
be returned to its original state it 
would provide a superb contrast 
to its counterparts in the nearby 
Argyll’s Lodging and the royal 
version at the castle.

There is also an ambition 
to recreate one of the bedsit 
rooms which were shared by two 
‘ordinaries’ or beadsmen who lived 
there. Research by Stirling-based 
historian John Harrison shows that 
the rooms were comfortable and 
well appointed. For example the 

asas

The lives of the ordinaries
Early records offer vivid insights into some of the early 
‘ordinaries’ who lived at Cowane’s Hospital. Two of 
those highlighted by John Harrison are John Baird and 
one of three men called John Buchanan.

•  John Baird, the son of a wealthy merchant, became 
a guildbrother in 1646. While his brother Andrew 
was highly successful, John was less fortunate. 
In 1672-73 he was among the earliest intake at 
the hospital where he remained until his death in 
1686. Signifi cantly, Andrew appears to have been 
unabashed about his brother living there. 

•  John Buchanan had been church bellman or beddall 
but grew frail and could no longer manage even this 
modest work. He retired on condition of a Cowane’s 
pension which was agreed in December 1668. He 
was duly installed but died a few months later. The 
charity then funded a good funeral complete with 
brandy, pipes and tobacco. 

Cowane’s Hospital was 

created by a bequest 

in the will of Stirling 

merchant John Cowane 

who died in 1633

Interior of the hospital 

with guild furniture 

and portraits of past 

deans (© Janie Meikle)
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occupants had pewter plates – the 
bene� ciaries of another Stirling 
charity, Spittal’s Trust, made do 
with wooden ones.

Numbers living in the almshouse 
were small (twelve at most, but in 
the 1690s as few as four), and the 
period during which the building 
was used for this purpose was short 
– 1671 to c.1700.

Life in the almshouse
There were strict rules to which 
the beadsmen were supposed to 
adhere, including an insistence on 
church attendance, good behaviour 
and sexual abstinence. The last of 
the rules – numbered ‘eleveinlie’ 
and added in a different hand – 
forbids drunkenness.

As well as becoming the Guildhall, 

The kitchen could 

be returned to its 

original state if the 

restoration goes 

ahead (© Janie Meikle)

The St Kilda cultCowane’s Hospital restoration

the building remained in use as 
the base for Cowane’s charity work 
up until a few years ago, when it 
became clear it was no longer � t for 
purpose and the small staff moved 
to the old bowling pavilion in the 
gardens. Under the restoration plans 
there will be a permanent exhibition 
created about the development of 
Scottish trade and charity – through 
the prism of Cowane’s.

John Cowane was the city’s 
greatest benefactor, making 
a fortune from trade with the 
Low Countries, and his bequest 
was used to invest in very large 
amounts of land. The charity still 
owns the now defunct Stirling 
harbour, which was once an 
important source of commerce.

The hospital’s work over the 
centuries re� ects the many changes 
in attitudes and approaches to 
help for those in need. At � rst the 
emphasis was on a small number 
of males from – or linked to – the 
merchant class. The early idea of 
providing accommodation was 
soon superseded by the notion of 
providing pensions, just as nowadays 
it was felt that people were often 
better off staying at home rather 
than being institutionalised.

There was also a fundamental 
shift towards women being the 
recipients, frequently respectable 
widows with dependants. And 
even though the value of pensions 
declined, John Harrison says that 
Cowane’s bene� ciaries ‘were 
maintained in comfort, dignity and 

security, in sharp contrast to the 
kirk pensioners’. Numbers also rose 
and in 1860, when some 146 weekly 
pensions were being paid.

By this time, the idea was that 
charity should be about improving 
people rather than just supporting 
them and a large part of Cowane’s 
resources were being ploughed 
into education. 

If a forthcoming application to 
Heritage Lottery Fund is successful, 
and the rest of the money needed 
for the £3 million restoration can be 
raised, the hospital will continue to 
have a strong education role. Part of 
that will involve telling the story of 
the rise of the third estate and the 
creation of modern Scottish society 
– and that would certainly give Auld 
Staneybreeks a reason to dance.

Matthew Shelley is a trustee of 
Cowane’s Hospital Maintenance Trust.

What was in the almshouse rooms? 
John Harrison’s research into items bought for the 
hospital in the late 17th century shows that the 
rooms (most intended to be shared by two men) 
were well appointed. Contents included:

•  Enclosed box beds with feather 
mattresses and bolsters

• Four pairs of sheets
• Two chests, a table and chairs
• Pewter plates
• Brass candlesticks
• A lattice-work girdle used for cooking
• A brush, tongs and shovel for a coal fi re
• Five pairs of blankets and four pairs of sheets
• Two chamber pots.
Good quality clothes, including cloaks and hats, were 
also provided, as well as generous amounts of money, 
around £2/4s Scots a week. 

Cowane’s Hospital Maintenance Trust.

FIND OUT MORE…

For more on the history 
of the hospital, visit the 
Cowane’s website: 
www.cowanes.org.uk

The hospital’s records 
provide lavish detail about 
the administration; these 
are conserved by Stirling 
Council Archives: http://
scot.sh/HSSCarchives

A list of Hospital 

rules, which included 

a ban on drunkenness 

(© Stirling 

Council Archives)
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The Highlands and the 
Restoration Regime

Part 2

PART 1: THE LAUDERDALE YEARS
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The Restoration in the Highlands

Charles II painted 

by John Michael 

Wright (1617-94) 

c.1661-62. The 

portrait is unusually 

formal for this date, 

however, Wright’s 

picture refers to 

both contemporary 

French painting, 

and earlier English 

depictions of 

monarchs, such 

as Elizabeth I and 

Henry VIII, and was 

deliberately used 

to emphasise the 

continuity of the 

royal line. Although 

this painting would 

appear to have been 

painted in 1661, 

soon after Charles 

II’s Coronation on 

23 April in that year, 

various elements of 

the King’s costume 

suggest that it 

might date from the 

1670s 

(Royal Collection 

Trust/© Her Majesty 

Queen Elizabeth II 

2014)

In the fi rst of a two-part series, Dr Allan Kennedy explores the political 
landscape in the Highlands following the restoration of the monarchy, 
as the government of King Charles II sought to impose its authority 
on a region which was traditionally perceived as being ‘lawless’

supposedly destabilising effect of 
the clan system were part of this 
discourse, but Highland lawlessness 
during the Restoration was most 
commonly said to take the form of 
banditry, particularly cattle-theft. 
Some bandits certainly were active – 
one of the most notorious was Patrick 
Roy MacGregor, who terrorised 
much of the eastern Highlands before 
his execution in 1668 – but the 
recurrent suggestion in contemporary 
(and some modern) accounts that 
such activity was endemic vastly 
overstates its importance. Most 
banditry sprang from one problem 
area, Lochaber, which had particular 
jurisdictional problems not shared 
by any other locality. Most of it, 
moreover, took the form of very low-
level, small-scale theft by individuals 
or small groups; the great roving 
bands of professional thieves which 
haunted Lowland nightmares were 
largely mythical.

The still-popular notion that 
banditry was covertly supported by 
clan elites is equally questionable. 
There may well have an element 
of truth to this accusation in 
some cases; one cattle-thief, John 
MacEwan, claimed in 1673 that he 
had been contracted by the Laird of 
Lochbuie to steal livestock from one 
of Lochbuie’s enemies. But there 
is little to suggest a general policy 
of covert patronage on the part of 
Highland elites, and indeed such a 
posture would have been remarkably 
foolish. Banditry was an inherently 
destabilising phenomenon. Guarding 
against it was expensive, as was the 
compensation often demanded by 
wronged parties. It also tended to 
attract unwanted attention from 
central government. As a result, 
far from sponsoring banditry, most 
chiefs seem to have been anxious 
to co-operate in its eradication. 
The Highlands, in short, do not 
seem to have been nearly as lawless 
as was assumed. But perceptions 
nevertheless remained � rm, and 
virtually the entirety of Highland 
policy during the Restoration was 
formulated so as to eradicate the 
supposed scourge of banditry. 

O
n Tuesday 29 May 
1660, Charles II, 
exiled from British 
shores nine years 

previously, entered London. He 
led a sumptuous and extravagant 
procession designed to celebrate 
the triumph of regaining the 
thrones his father, Charles I, had 
lost, but also to advertise the 
power and majesty of the incoming 
regime. The people responded; so 
rapturous was Charles’ welcome he 
famously quipped that his lengthy 
overseas exile must clearly have 
been his own fault, since everyone 
he met fervently declared they had 
always longed for his return. 

But beneath the pomp and 
pageantry, the Restoration raised 
serious questions about what the 
return of royal government after 
nearly a decade of republicanism 
would look like in practice. 
Challenges were numerous in each 
of Charles’ three kingdoms, but 
one area of particular concern was 
the Scottish Highlands. This was 
a region with which the Crown 
had not traditionally enjoyed the 
happiest relationship, but which 
had, in the minds of many, been 
brought to peace and stability 
(if not quite civility) by the 
armoured � st of the Cromwellian 
regime. How to reconstruct royal 
control over the wild north and 
west, and how to manage the 
business of government, were 
questions which would consistently 
preoccupy Charles II’s Scottish 
government throughout its 25 year 
duration, and which would remain 
unresolved into the reign of James 
VII and II.

The ‘Highland problem’
Throughout the Restoration, 
commentators were unshakably 
convinced that the Highlands 
was a problem area. The Privy 
Council itself proclaimed in 1661 
that the region contained many 
‘perverse and obstinate offenders’ 
running amok and committing 
‘heinous crimes’. Long-established 
complaints surrounding the 
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that the forti� cation were still more 
or less intact into the 18th century.

Of necessity, given that virtually 
everybody had rebelled against 
the monarchy at some point since 
1637, reprisals for past actions 
were relatively restrained in 
Scotland. Within the Highlands, 
such punishments were generally 
restricted to � ning (particularly 
through exemption from the 1662 
Act of Indemnity), public censure 
by Parliament (as in the case of the 
various Campbell lairds criticised 
for massacring the MacDougalls in 
1646) or abortive treason processes 
(such as those against John Munro of 
Lamlair or Neil MacLeod of Assynt). 
More seismic was the fall of the 
House of Argyll. Archibald Campbell, 
marquis of Argyll had been one of 
the most radical Covenanting leaders 
during the 1640s, and had acquired a 
(perhaps rather unfair) reputation as 
a Cromwellian collaborator. Added 
to widespread envy amongst the 
Scottish ruling class and a healthy 
dose of royal antipathy, this personal 
history led the diarist Robert Baillie 
to conclude within months of Charles 
II’s return that Argyll was doomed. 
Sure enough, the marquis was put 
on trial for treason early in 1661, and 
despite robust defences constructed 
in part by the future Lord Advocate, 
George Mackenzie of Rosehaugh, 
he was found guilty, and executed 
by Maiden (a device similar to 
the guillotine). His severed head 
remained atop Edinburgh’s Tolbooth 
until 1664.

Bonding and commissions
The removal of the House of Argyll 
ensured that the government of 
the Highlands could not function 
according to its accustomed pattern 
of wholesale outsourcing to the 
Campbells. Yet the general notion 
of relying upon the personal power 
of local elites remained attractive, 
not least because the Restoration 
settlement across Scotland was 
marked by a strong resurgence in 
aristocratic power. As a result, the 
dominant approach to Highland 
affairs in the early years of the 
Restoration was bonding. This was a 
well-established policy, dating back 
at least to 1587, which involved 
requiring the chiefs of Highland 

having pre-1660 forfeitures rescinded. 
By and large, however, there was 
no bonanza for erstwhile Royalists; 
indeed, James Fraser, minister of 
Wardlaw near Inverness, recorded 
disapprovingly that many Highlanders 
felt themselves short-changed. 

From the government’s point 
of view, the guiding priority of the 
Restoration settlement was to undo 
the Cromwellian inheritance and 
return, as far as possible, to ante 
bellum norms. For the Highlands, 
this meant above all doing away with 
the republican garrisons, particularly 
the large citadels at Inverness and 
Inverlochy. The latter seem to have 
been mothballed fairly rapidly, 
but the former was rather more 
complicated. Invernessian townsfolk 
had grown used to the community 
of soldiers in their midst, and there 
was some reluctance to see them 
go, not least because they took their 
relative wealth with them. Moreover, 
disposing of the physical remains of 
the citadel, perched atop modern 
Castle Hill, was not easy; various 
schemes to do so all failed, meaning 

The Restoration settlement
In common with much of the rest 
of Scotland, Highlanders broadly 
welcomed the return of the monarchy, 
not least because it released them 
from the oppressive supervision of 
the Cromwellian military. At the 
same time, some canny individuals 
recognised the opportunity offered 
by a change in regime to better their 
material circumstance. The formerly 
Covenanting John Gordon, 13th earl 
of Sutherland, for instance, sought to 
place agents throughout the newly-
restored superstructure of local 
government. Former Royalists also 
hoped to reap a windfall of kingly 
largesse. Some certainly bene� ted, 
especially Angus MacDonald, chief 
of the MacDonalds of Glengarry, 
who found himself elevated to the 
peerage (a prize also considered 
for the chiefs of clan Grant). Some 
favoured individuals or groups were 
granted cash settlements (Donald 
Mackay, 2nd lord Reay received 
£20,000 Scots, although admittedly 
only on paper), while others (like 
the MacGregors) were rewarded by 

The bands of thieves 

said to roam the 

Highlands were 

largely mythical
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The Restoration in the Highlands

kindreds to provide surety for 
the peaceable behaviour of their 
followers. The Privy Council � rst 
issued a call for bonds in 1661, to 
limited effect; only around a quarter 
of those asked to give bonds actually 
did so. Three years later, the policy 
was reworked slightly so that the 
chiefs cited in 1661 would now be 
asked to make an annual personal 
appearance in Edinburgh for 
the purpose of providing 
surety. This was also a 
venerable tactic, since 
something very similar 
had been tried in 1617.

Bonding, in 
both its guises, was 
problematic. Partly this 
was the government’s 
own fault, since it 
consistently failed to 
provide a de� nitive list of 
those liable to give bonds. 
Equally, no approved text was 
produced, with the effect that 
the precise responsibilities implied 
by bonding were unclear. But there 
were other problems too. Some 
individuals, particularly more senior 
ones such as the earls of Perth, 
Tullibardine and Atholl, refused 
to provide bonds because they 
found them insulting. Others would 
not travel to Edinburgh because 
they feared being cornered by 
rapacious creditors; in recognition 
of this dif� culty, more than 60 
safe-conducts had to be issued to 
chiefs between 1664 and 1678. All 
of these challenges were perhaps 
re� ected in the frequent necessity 
of re-constituting the policy, an 
exercise undertaken in 1669, 1672, 
1678 and 1681.

Nonetheless, bonding remained 
a key plank of Highland policy 
throughout Charles II’s reign, and 

all future policy developments were 
accompanied by an assertion that 
bonds would remain in force and 
would continue to be collected. 
There were certainly occasional 
examples of lords being punished 
for failing to uphold these bonds 
– Ludovick Grant of Freuchie, 

for instance, was � ned £200 
Sterling in 1677 for this 

very reason. Moreover, 
the culture of bonding 
diffused out to be used 
by some landlords 
themselves, and 
there are instances 
of families such 
as the Campbells, 
Sinclairs and 
Gordons using the 
practice of bonding 

to resolve private 
disputes. Whatever its 

effectiveness, then, it is 
clear that the practice of 

holding chiefs responsible for 
the dependants found a secure 

place within the lordly culture of the 
Highlands during the Restoration.

Bonding was complemented by 
the resurrection of another familiar 
expedient in the form of judicial 
commissions. There was, of course, 
nothing uniquely Highland about 
this, since commissions were a 
ubiquitous feature of the Scottish 
judicial system. Nonetheless, 
examination of the 53 recorded 
commissions between 1660 and 
1685 reveals signi� cant details about 
the government’s approach to the 
region. They were always granted 
for speci� ed purposes – usually 
the apprehension of a named 
group of suspects in response to a 
speci� ed misdemeanor – and they 
usually included some rhetorical 
invocation of royal authority. These 
presentational tropes served to 
advertise central government’s 
claim to a theoretical monopoly 
over justice and judicial violence. At 
the same time, the fact that some 
70 percent of commissioners were 
drawn from the major Highland 
kindreds (while a further 20 
percent were non-clan Highlanders) 
conceded the practical dominance 
of local elites in this sphere. By 
granting judicial commissions, in 
other words, the Restoration regime 

tended to con� rm the kind of arms-
length governance enshrined by 
bonding, while attempting to overlay 
this with a largely empty veneer of 
of� cial supervision.

The return of Argyll
The execution of the Marquis of 
Argyll had been accompanied by a 
blanket forfeiture of his lands and 
titles. This did not augur well for his 
son and heir, Archibald Campbell, 
lord Lorne. Indeed, Lorne’s situation 
began in 1662 to look desperate, 
when a frustrated outburst to a 
friend, implying that his enemies in 
the Scottish Parliament constantly 
sought to turn the king against 
him, was manipulated to secure 
a conviction for leasing-making 
(sowing dissension between the 
king and his people). Only the 
personal intervention of Charles II 
prevented execution. This attack was 
spearheaded by the Commissioner 
to the Scottish Parliament, John 
Middleton, 1st earl of Middleton, 
and luckily for Lorne, Middleton fell 
from favour in 1663. The Scottish 
ministry now passed into the 
hands of John Maitland, 2nd earl 
of Lauderdale, who lost no time in 
having Lorne restored as 9th earl 
of Argyll (the marquisate remained 
permanently forfeit).

Although the resurrected House 
of Argyll lost a great deal of the 
land and wealth accumulated by 
the late marquis, it did resume its 
accustomed role as a de facto viceroy 
in the western Highlands. In � ne 
family tradition, Argyll ruthlessly 
exploited this pre-eminence for 
personal gain. His most signi� cant 
intervention concerned the 
MacLeans, a clan whose debts the 
Campbell family had been buying up 
for decades. In 1659, the MacLean 
estates in Mull had been granted 
to the marquis in lieu of payment, 
and this was con� rmed in 1663. 
Argyll made repeated attempts 
throughout the 1660s and 1670s to 
secure payment from the MacLeans, 
culminating in a decreet obtained 
from the Court of Session in 1672 
ordering them to pay him the Mull 
rents. The MacLeans resisted, so 
Argyll exploited his position as 
Justiciar of Agyll and the Isles to have 
them outlawed. 

Given that virtually everybody 
had rebelled against the 
monarch at some point 
since 1637, reprisals for 
past actions were relatively 
restrained in Scotland

Archibald Campbell, 

the ninth duke of 

Argyll, who was 

restored to his 

earldom after the 

return of Charles II
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[in Edinburgh]. By your absence it has 
besides the misconstructions your staying 
from your public employment at such a 
crisis may admit of.

To a certain extent Argyll was 
insulated from such criticism by his 
close association with Lauderdale, 
who remained the dominant force 
in Scottish politics until the 1680s. 
Nonetheless, anxiety about the 
effectiveness of his stewardship in the 
west Highlands helps to explain the 
development of alternative policies 
from the later 1660s.

Independent Companies
Lack of con� dence in Argyll was not 
the only impulse shaping Highland 
policy at this time. There was also a 
more general desire to move away 
from the kind of reliance on the 
personal power of local elites which 
had characterised governmental 
approaches to the region since 1660 
– as Tweeddale concluded in 1669, 
only the ‘aue of awtority’ could hope 
to bring unruly Highlanders to heel. 

Simultaneously, the developing 
militarism of the Restoration regime 
began to in� uence thinking on 

the ‘Highland problem’. Force 
began to take on a more central 
role in Lauderdale’s governance 
of Scotland from about 1666, 
with deployment of the newly-
established militia in troublesome 
areas being a favoured tactic. The 
Highlands shared in this trend, 
but from the late 1660s there was 
an additional strand of thinking, 
championed most notably by 
Glenorchy, which advocated a 
permanent military presence of 
some kind as the only means of 
quieting the Highlands. 

This thinking crystallised with 
the introduction of a new policy 
in 1667. It involved appointing 
a single commissioner with 
authority to catch, try and punish 
Highland thieves. The authority 
of this commissioner would be 
unambiguously delegated from 
Edinburgh, and it would be given 
coercive capacity by the provision of 
a roughly 100-strong ‘Independent 
Company’ – a privately-raised 
but usually publicly-funded 
body charged with enforcing the 
commissioner’s orders. The initial 
appointee was John Murray, 2nd 
earl of Atholl, who held of� ce from 
August 1667 to February 1669 
and had jurisdiction over all of 
the central and eastern Highlands 
(Argyllshire would be added later). 
Atholl’s term was not renewed, 
perhaps because Argyll, a traditional 
rival, spread black rumours that 
he was using the commission to 
recruit a private army, and in his 
place the government appointed 
a middle-ranking laird, Sir James 
Campbell of Lawers. Lawers held 
of� ce until 1674, when he left the 
commission to attend to his debts, 
and he was replaced by another 
man of modest means, Major 
General George Grant. Lawers 
returned to the job in 1677, where 
he remained – serving jointly with 
Lord Macdonnell for part of the 
time – until the policy was wound 
up in October 1678.

It is dif� cult to know how 
effective this succession of 
commissioners was at apprehending 
thieves, since no detailed records 
survive. Certainly the Privy Council, 
which congratulated itself on the 
impact of the policy on at least four 
separate occasions (1669, 1671, 

He then took up arms against them, 
sparking an intense local war which 
dragged on until 1681, causing 
destabilisation across the western 
seaboard (and as far east as Loch 
Ness) and sucking in numerous 
Highland kindreds, including 
the MacDonalds, Camerons, 
Mackenzies and Murrays.

Argyll’s naked self-
aggrandisement, combined with its 
destabilising effects, did much to 
undermine his image as an effective 
Highland agent. Neither Parliament 
nor the Privy Council ever lent him 
their full endorsement, while the 
Earl of Tweeddale, a prominent 
minister, complained in 1669 
that he only ever paid heed to his 
personal affairs, by comparison 
neglecting his public duties. Such 
hostility greatly worried John 
Campbell of Glenorchy, a powerful 
kinsman of Argyll’s, who penned a 
sharply-worded rebuke in 1677:

If your Lordship had been pleased to 
be as observing of your friends advice 
as they have been zealous to give it, 
your affairs and credit had not so 
suffered here as I � nd at my arrival 

John Maitland, duke of Lauderdale

Born in 1616, John 
Maitland, 2nd earl and 
only duke of Lauderdale 
came to prominence 
as a Covenanting 
diplomat during the 
1640s. Subsequently 
imprisoned by the 
Cromwellian regime 
for much of the 1650s, 
his star rose rapidly 
following Charles II’s 
restoration in 1660. 
Liked and trusted by the 
king, Lauderdale was 
able to make himself 
the undisputed master 
of Scottish affairs 
throughout much of 

the reign, although his avaricious, authoritarian style, combined with 
a vacillating policy towards religious dissent in Scotland, earned him 
many enemies. His authority was fatally undermined by a Covenanter 
rebellion in 1679, and in combination with increasing ill-health this 
forced him into retirement towards in 1680, but by then he had cemented 
his reputation as the very embodiment of the decadence and corruption 
of the Restoration era.  
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The Restoration in the Highlands

1672 and 1674), seemed mightily 
pleased. More realistically, those 
details which can be gathered seem 
to suggest some success, but only 
in a fairly patchy manner. Lawers, 
for example, reputedly caught 
eight thieves during his inaugural 
year, whereas Grant apprehended 
forty during his – provoking 
the government to reward him 
a bonus. More generally, the 
fact that judicial commissions 
continued to be awarded to other 
luminaries, and that reports of 
disorder, particularly cattle theft, 
remained numerous, suggests that 
neither the commissioners nor their 
Independent Companies provided a 
silver bullet with which to solve the 
‘Highland problem’.

More signi� cant than the impact 

of the new policy, however, is the 
insight it affords into the evolution 
of thinking. The reliance on men 
of fairly humble social standing, 
at least after the service of Atholl 
(who in actual fact seems to have 
been a second choice, called in 
only after the initial favourite, 
Colin Campbell of Ardkinglass, 
became unavailable), chimed with 
the developing wish to assert a 
kind of transcendent authority 
above the personal power of local 
elites. The gradual development 
of a bureaucratic structure to 
support the commissioners’ work 
– complete with a small network 
of petty functionaries and a degree 
of judicial machinery – suggests 
a similar conclusion. Yet at the 
same time, the government clearly 
recognised that personal power 
could not be bypassed completely, 
which is why the appointment of 
each new commissioner was usually 
accompanied by demands for local 
elite support in terms of reporting 
thefts and helping to track down 
suspected perpetrators. This, in 
short, was a policy which attempted 
to alter the balance between central 
government authority and lordly 
power in favour the former, but 
which necessarily stopped short of 
fully excluding the latter.

Conclusion
The Restoration regime’s approach 
to Highland issues during 
Lauderdale’s tenure was a curious 
mix of conventional and innovative, 
interventionist and laissez-faire. 
The initial rush to withdraw 
Cromwell’s garrisons, combined 
with the resurrection of several 
ante bellum policies and, after 1663, 
the restoration of the House of 
Argyll, suggested that Charles II’s 
government had little interest in 
doing anything hugely proactive or 
imaginative to solve the ‘Highland 
problem’. But with the passing of 
time this policy matrix began to 
look wholly inadequate, and when 
this merged with Lauderdale’s 
growing fondness for authoritarian, 
militaristic government, the 
result, in the form of independent 
companies, was an approach which 
deliberately in� ated the role of 
central government, while never 
quite overthrowing personal lordly 

The return of the 

monarch meant, for 

many Highlanders, 

a release from the 

suppression of the 

Cromwellian military. 

Image from Oliver 
Cromwell: A History 
by Samuel Harden 

Church, 1899

power. The success of all this in 
combating lawlessness is extremely 
dif� cult to measure – not least 
because the extent to lawlessness in 
the � rst place is uncertain – but in 
any case a much bigger challenge lay 
just over the horizon. 1678 would 
prove to be a watershed year for the 
Restoration regime, a year in which 
there emerged a series of over-
lapping crises ultimately threatening 
the very survival of the monarchy. 
The impact of the ‘Restoration crisis’ 
on government interaction with the 
Highlands will be the subject of the 
second part of this article.

Continued in the March/April 
issue of History Scotland, on 
sale 14 February.
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Currently Research Associate in British/
Scottish History at the University of 
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Gaeldom: The Scottish Highlands and 
the Restoration State, 1660-1688’, was 
published by Brill in 2014.
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Portable magic
Dr Alix Powers-Jones, property manager at Hugh Miller’s Birthplace Cottage & Museum, 

shares her passion for one of Hugh Miller’s forgotten travel chronicles which reveals 
the author’s desire to experience the lives of ordinary people

Museum volunteer Kirstie Dale is shown dipping into the book for the fi rst time; the book shows Miller’s love of 

travel and meeting ‘ordinary’ people (© Zooulla Spirou); below: Sketch of Hugh Miller, c.1893

In his 2002 book entitled On Writing: A 
Memoir of the Craft, Stephen King wrote 
that books are ‘uniquely portable magic’. 
� ere has rarely been a more apposite 

description of a book. To open a book is to be 
transported from the familiar comfort of one’s 
own world, to worlds of di� erent geography or 
time; of di� erent culture or practice; of di� erent 
knowledge or feeling. When the text itself is 
antique or vintage, here then is ‘time travel for 
beginners’. � e book is a physical object that 
bridges time. Whose hands created it, printed 
its words, bound its spine? Who spied it at a 
book seller, pounced upon it with delight and 
carried it home triumphant, to begin their own 
spell weaving, opening the book to read the � rst 
words ‘Times have changed…’?

My choice for ‘Curator’s pick’ is a piece 
of portable magic entitled First Impressions 
of England and its People, written in 1846 by 
a largely forgotten, observational polymath 
called Hugh Miller (1802-56). � is sixteenth 
edition, printed in 1877 by William Nimmo 
in Edinburgh, is one of the most accessible, 
and in my view enjoyable, pieces of Miller’s 
work. � is weaver of words was a multi-
talented ‘magician’ of the Highlands, whose 
works changed the world. 

Miller gained an international reputation as a 
self-taught geologist, whose treatises on the Old 
Red Sandstone revolutionised our understanding 
of geological time and drew praise and 
correspondence from notable contemporaries 
such as Charles Darwin. 

It is, however, arguable that 
Miller’s greatest impact derived 
from his observational writing 
and social justice campaigning. 
Here was a man who could 
not see an injustice, sit back 
and do nothing. Miller 
used his writing skills to 
change hearts and minds 
and on a two-month summer 
break from his work as editor 
of � e Witness newspaper, First 
Impressions… is his travel diary, a 
pen sketch of Victorian England. Like 
an explorer in a foreign land, striding into the 
jungle, Miller records the people, the places of 
his whirlwind tour. An anthropologist, diving 
into others’ ordinary lives, character and culture:

‘I will go and live among them for a few weeks… 
I shall lodge in humble cottages, wear a humble 
dress and see what is to be seen by humble men only 
– society without its mask.’

Miller was determined to experience 
something of the life of the London’s inhabitants 
at the lower end of the � nancial scale. � e 
principle that ‘doing’ rather than listening or 
reading, is the better way to learn led him to a 
type of ‘experiential anthropology’ at a London 
co� ee house that left him wanting:

‘One thin-faced middle-aged man brought in a 
salt herring with him, which he gave to the waiter 
to get roasted; and the roasted salt herring, with 

a penny’s worth of bread and a penny’s 
worth of co� ee formed his breakfast...  

I too, that I might experience for 
one forenoon the sensations of the 
London Poor, had my penny’s 
worth of co� ee and as I had 
[brought] neither meat nor 
herring, my three-half penny 
worth of bread; but both 
together formed a breakfast 

rather of the lightest and so I 
dined early.’ 
A very modest meal for a 

modest man. Recalling his visit 
to Shakespeare’s Birthplace Cottage 

in Stratford upon Avon, Miller was also 
unpretentious about his writing skills:

‘Every part of the walls and ceiling is inscribed 
with names. I might add mine, if I chose, to the 

rest, the woman told me; but I did not choose it... 
I remembered that I was a writer; that it was my 
business to write – to cast, day after day, shavings 
from o�  my mind... – that already went rolling 
away, crisp and dry, among the vast heap already 
on the � oor and were never more heard of; and so 
I did not add my name.’ 

He considered himself as journeyman writer, 
much as in earlier times he was a journeyman 
stonemason, plying his trade on croft and 
‘castle’. How familiar too, the tourist urge to visit 
heritage sites, just as today people visit Hugh 
Miller’s own Birthplace Cottage in Cromarty.

Now before you think that Miller was 
entirely a dour Scot, a lighter note to � nish. His 
observations on a fellow train passenger who 
encamped his carriage at York. � e pertinent 
thing to note is that alcohol over-indulgence 
can eventually cause the nose to turn crimson 
through broken veins:

‘She was very gaudily dressed and very lightly 
laced and has a bloom of red in her cheeks that 
seemed to have been just a little assisted by art 
and a bloom of red in her nose that seemed not to 
have been assisted by art at all.’ 

Nothing missed the Miller eye!

Hugh Miller’s Birthplace Cottage & Museum 
is a National Trust for Scotland property, open 
daily from just before Easter to the end of 
September. Address: Church Street, Cromarty, 
Black Isle IV11 8XA; tel; 0844 493 2158; 
website: http://scot.sh/hsmillernts

Curator’s pick
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D
uring the 19th 
century, Edinburgh 
went through a 
period of rapid 
industrialisation. 

This, coupled with severe rural 
poverty, resulted in a major 
population influx into the city. In 
1811, the population of Edinburgh 
was recorded at 103,143 and by 
1881 this had risen to 222,059.

Public health was closely 
associated with housing 
conditions, and reports on the 
Old Town of Edinburgh in the 
1840s document that the area 
had the most unsanitary living 

Jack Gillon takes a look at a 19th-century housing scheme which offered working class 
families the opportunity to purchase an affordable house during an age in which many were 
forced to rent substandard accommodation in the worst areas of town

conditions of any city in Britain. 
An epidemic of cholera in the 
early 1830s had been most 
virulent in densely populated 
areas. Around the mid 19th 
century, Edinburgh was also 
affected by a recession, the result 
of which meanth that between 
1825 and 1860, virtually no new 
housing was built. 

The collapse of tenements on 
Edinburgh’s High Street on 24 
November, 1861, when 35 people 
were killed and a further 100 
injured, also brought the issue of 
the condition of buildings in the 
Old Town into sharp public relief.

Industrial dispute
In 1861, many builders in Edinburgh 
were locked out of work due to a 
dispute about working hours. This 
resulted in over 1,200 stonemasons 
and joiners in Edinburgh being denied 
access to construction sites across the 
city for more than three months.

The dispute led to the formation 
of the Edinburgh Co-operative 
Building Company Ltd (ECBC) 
which was founded by seven 
Edinburgh stonemasons in July 
1861. The intention of the Company 
was to use their collective practical 
skills as builders and joiners to build 
‘comfortable and respectable houses’ 

The Edinburgh Colonies

Part 2

The Edinburgh High 

Street tenement 

collapse of 1861 

dramatically brought 

the need for new 

housing to the 

public’s attention
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The St Kilda cultThe Edinburgh Colonies

class tenements of the period. The 
lower � ats had one bedroom and the 
upper � ats two bedrooms, each had a 
parlour and kitchen, with storage for 
coal, and an indoor toilet. Other basic 
provisions included a kitchen range 
for cooking and heating water, a sink 
and tub with space for a mangle, 
gas lighting, � replaces in most 
rooms, water and sewage disposal 
and a water tank in the roof. These 
provisions were a signi� cant step 
forward in housing improvement.

The type of housing described 
here became known as Colonies. It 
is suggested that the term derives 
from the fact that the developments 
were outside of the city when they 
were � rst built or that they were 
colonies in the sense of a community 
of similar people (artisans). 

The emblem of the Edinburgh 
Co-operative Building Company 
was a beehive and it is also suggested 
that the term derives from the act 
of workers acting together for the 
common good, like bees. 

The Edinburgh Co-operative 
Building Company � ourished in 
the 1860s, building on sites on 
the periphery of the city usually 
in locations central to industry, 
where demand was high and land 
was cheap. By 1872, the Company 
employed some 250 workmen and 
had built nearly 1,000 homes.

By the mid 1870s, the price of 
land was becoming high and the 
scale of building was cut back. 
In 1902, D.W. Kemp, one of the 
directors of the Company, noted in a 
letter that the ‘golden times (for the 
Company) have passed’. 

The Colonies were a radical 
experiment in home ownership based 
on the principles of mutuality and 
participation. They are a monument 
to the co-operative housing 
movement and are recognised as 
important in the history of working-
class housing in Britain. 

The form of the Colony 
developments, with their intimate 
setting and pedestrian emphasis, 
contributes a sense of identity 
and community that is unique 
in Edinburgh. 

Jack Gillon is co-author of Edinburgh 
in the 1950s: Ten Years That Changed 
a City. (Amberley Publishing)

for rent or sale at reasonable prices 
for working people. 

The Company was created 
as a joint-stock limited liability 
company and began by 
accumulating £10,000 for site and 
building costs by selling £1 shares 
(which could be bought in � ve 
instalments). The � nished houses 
were sold or rented, allowing the 
Company to recoup money to 
invest in more housing and pay 
shareholders a dividend. ECBC 
was considered a sound investment 
due to the shortage of good, 
affordable housing. 

ECBC aimed to improve the 
housing conditions of the working 
classes by building new homes, 
whilst at the same time receiving 
a competitive rate of return on 
any investment. This principle of 
philanthropic intention with capitalist 
return was given the label ‘� ve per 
cent philanthropy’. 

The � rst ECBC development 
was at Glenogle Park and became 
known as the Stockbridge 
Colonies. The foundation stone 
was laid on 23 October, 1861 
by the Reverend Dr James Begg, 
who noted that the development 
marked ‘a turning-point in the 
history of Edinburgh’. 

The Stockbridge colonies 
The � rst houses at Stockbridge 
cost between £100 and £130 to 
buy and a mortgage scheme was 
established to allow ‘every facility 
for acquiring the Company’s 
property’. A house could be 
secured by a £5 deposit, and 
property investment companies 
loaned the balance, to be paid back 
in instalments of £13 per annum 
for fourteen years on security of 
the title deeds. This compared very 
favourably to the annual rent at 
the time of £11 per annum for an 
Old Town � at, enabling workers on 
modest but regular incomes to be 
rehoused in better homes.

The design of the houses was 
distinctive, with smaller ground 
� oor houses (the low doors) 
entered from their own small 
gardens on one side of the terrace, 
and the larger upper � oor houses 
(high doors) entered by an outside 
stair on the other side of the block. 
By having the stairs at right angles 
to the building, the upstairs houses 
also had their own small garden. 

The terraced style of the 
Colonies also allowed building 
costs to be kept low through shared 
foundations and roofs. The external 
stair access to the upper � ats was 

also estimated to reduce building 
costs by £42, saved internal space, 
and was easier to build than an 
internal stair.

The Company speci� ed that the 
houses at Stockbridge were to be 
‘substantially built with stone and 
lime and roofed with slate, and 
exclusive of chimney tops, not to 
exceed forty-six feet’. It was also 
made a condition of purchase that 
it was ‘unlawful to convert, or 
permit to be converted, any of the 
dwelling houses into sheebens or 
brothels or to have any cow house, 
pig house, or manufactory.’ 

The interior of the houses 
provided a standard of facilities 
which were exceptional in working 

Stockbridge 

Colonies, the fi rst of 

Edinburgh’s colony 

housing schemes

A house could be secured for a £5 deposit and 
investment companies loaned the balance, to be 
paid back in instalments of £13 per annum
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Introduction
Since events of only a generation 
ago can so easily be forgotten, it 
seems to be a thankless task to try 
to get real insight into ordinary 
lives, 300 or 400 years ago. The 
task is even greater in Gaelic-
speaking areas where the culture 
was predominantly oral. For 
example, the Isle of Lismore had 
a population of small tenants and 
cottars, no resident landowner, 
literacy limited to the parish 
minister and schoolteacher, and 
few visitors leaving literary records. 
However, an accident of history 
placed one third of the island in 
the possession of the Campbell 
Lords of Glenorchy (later earls 
of Breadalbane), those obsessive 
preservers of records relating 
to their lands and properties. 
Unusually for the times in the 
Highlands, they observed their 
legal obligations by holding, from 

Robert Hay and Linda Fryer explore the records of Lismore Baron Court, an unusually 
comprehensive archive which offers a rich insight into life on Lismore in the 1600s, through 
detailed recordings of legal cases involving trade, farming and community confl icts

time to time, a baron court for 
their island estate; the surviving 
records, for the � rst half of the 
17th century, provide clues as 
to how the islanders farmed; the 
rents due; trades and skills; sources 
of fuel and building materials; 
methods of milling corn; as well 
as some of the con� icts within 
the community. Together with a 
few later 17th-century rentals and 
tacks preserved in the archive of 
the Campbells of Barcaldine, their 
agents in Lorn, and a set of tenant 
testaments, a start can be made in 
reconstructing island lives. In the 
process, insight can also be gained 
into the evolution and angli� cation 
of personal names; this turns out to 
be important on a island which had 
been dominated by the cathedral 
church up to the Reformation.

The Lismore Baron Court
The core Glenorchy lands lay 

around Loch Tay, with the centre 
of power at Finlarig Castle at 
Killin. For administrative purposes, 
their lands in Lorn and Lismore 
were lumped in with the core, and 
their records are preserved in the 
Court Book of Disher and Toyer 
– angli� cations of Deas (south) 
and Tuath (north) shores of Loch 
Tay. In the � rst quarter of the 17th 
century, the Scottish Parliament 
was unusually active in legislating 
for agricultural improvement, and 
Black Duncan, seventh Lord of 
Glenorchy, embraced the new ideas 
with enthusiasm. He viewed his 
courts primarily as instruments 
for protecting and enhancing his 
property, laying down more than 40 
Acts in 1621, covering all aspects 
of farming and estate management. 
However, he was not averse to 
controlling the behaviour of his 
people – going as far as to prohibit 
wives from drinking in a brewer’s 

Island life
in the 17th century

Part 2

Barcaldine 

Tower, seat of 

the Campbells of 

Barcaldine, close 

to Ferlochan, 

where some of the 

courts were held
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included major tenants from 
Loch Tayside, Killin, Achallader, 
Barcaldine, Etive, Glenorchy and 
Arrochar. A dempster was appointed 
to pass sentences. These were not 
the idealised baron courts of lowland 
estates: subtenants, sometimes 
even cottars, were expected to 
walk many miles from Lismore 
either to Drishaig (near Kilchuirn 
Castle) or later, much nearer, to 
Ferlochan (near Barcaldine Tower) 
or Achnaba in Ardchattan. The 
courts were held at different times 
of the year, normally between April 
and August but, in 1618, they had 
to attend in midwinter. As a formal 
part of the national legal system, 
the proceedings were in Scots, 
presumably incomprehensible to 
the Gaelic-speaking islanders, and it 
was common for the court to issue 
a blanket accusation of all of the 
tenants for breaking regulations, and 
require each to attend in person and 
swear an oath that they had not done 
so. For example, the July 1629 court 
opened with the statement:

house without their husbands, and 
insisting that quarrels be resolved 
within three years.

The feudal arrangements for 
Lismore were a variant of the 
landlord-principal tacksman-
subtenant-cottar model. Each 
township was farmed as a joint 
tenancy, with the buildings 
clustered together on the 
wintertown and the land in runrig. 
The ‘middle class’ tacksman role 
appears to have been discharged 
mainly by the Barcaldine 
Campbells although other mainland 
landowners including Stewart 
of Innernahyle, in Appin, and 
Campbell of Clenamachrie, near 
Oban, also took part. However, 
there were island-based tackholders. 
The court book includes a single 
written tack for part of Baleveolan 
township (� ve years from 
1629) to Archibald McGillewe 
(MacGillivray), a Lismore resident, 
with the condition that he ‘mak 
his awine duelling in the said xx 
sh land’ (live on the 20 shilling 
land). He had to travel all the 
way to Finlarig to secure the tack, 
and, in addition to paying rent in 
money and kind, it bound him to 
all the traditional feudal services of 
‘oisting, hunting, stenting, ariage, 
cariage ans all utheris dew services’ 
(providing hospitality and transport, 
and supervising taxation). Around 
the same time, Master Duncan 
MacCalman, Episcopal vicar 
then Presbyterian minister of the 
parish, appears to have been the 
principal tenant of Balimakillichan 
township: in 1624 ‘Mr Duncan and 
his tenentis ar absoluit be the laird’ 
(cleared of all accusations by the 
Lord of Glenorchy). 

Parts of the Disher and Toyer court 
books are badly damaged by damp, 
but the records of Lismore Courts 
are legible for each year from 1615 to 
1620, for 1624, 1625, 1628 to 1630, 
1634, 1636, 1638 and 1641-43. The 

fact that they end abruptly in the 
mid-1640s is not suprising in view 
of the devastation of Glenorchy’s 
lands by Montrose and Alexander 
MacDonald in 1644-46, although 
tradition has it that Lismore escaped 
unharmed because of its relationship 
with the Stewarts of Appin. 

The Lismore Court was held 
on the same day as, and after, 
the courts for Benderloch and 
other Glenorchy lands in Nether 
Lorn. Up to the death of Black 
Duncan in 1631, his son, Colin 

Campbell, presided as Baillie, 
and he was succeeded by Robert 
Campbell of Glenfalloch. A jury of 
up to fourteen principal tacksmen 
(assysores) was assembled; for 
example, in 1628, the group 

Title page of the 

Lismore Baron Court 

record, 1616

As a formal part of the national legal system, 
the proceedings were in Scots, presumably 
incomprehensible to the Gaelic-speaking islanders
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glenurquhay Sall saw yearlie in tyme 
cuming vpoun ilk merkland possessit 
be thame tua lippies of quhyt and that 
yeirlie in februar and ilk half merkland 
j [one] lipie and sua furth pro rata & 
Ilk persone failze and heirin vnder the 
pane of xx lib [£20].

The penalty for failure was heavy 
and Lismore was not the ideal 
place to grow wheat, but it was not 
exactly a challenging instruction 
as a lippy was only1/64th of a 
boll, and they were not judged 
on the resulting yield of grain. 
Nevertheless, the tenants were 
stubbornly opposed to change. 
Up to 1624, they were relentlessly 
pursued for not sowing wheat and 
up to 1630 for pease; � nes (‘unlaws’ 
of the court) were not exacted every 
year but, in 1619, the penalty was 
up to £4 for subtenants and £20 
for Duncan Stewart the mainland-
based tacksman of three townships: 
Pennyfurt, Tirewin and Killean. 
These were fairly crippling � nes, 
more than the annual cash rent. 
The other offences that featured 
throughout the period were failure 

• All householders to have dyked 
kailyards and to raise trees there 
for planting out on their holding 
(six each year by tenants, and 
three by cottars) 
• Head dykes and fold dykes to be 
maintained each year with ‘divot, 
earth & stane’
• Muirburn only in March
• Peat to be cast only with the 
lowland spade rather than the tuskar
• Protection of woodland – 
prohibition of cutting ‘green wood’
• Tenants and cottars to leave their 
buildings in the state they entered
• Every possessor of 1 merkland of 
land to sow ‘ane boll of wncouth 
seid’ each year (Glenorchy’s 
interpretation of the 1426 statute of 
James I requiring farmers to grows 
some wheat, pease and beans)

In 1617, this last regulation was 
restated to ensure that tenants sowed 
wheat (quhyt) as well as pease:

It is statute and ordanit that eveirie 
tenent takkisman and possessors of 
landis or heretages W’thin the boundis 
of Lesmoir perteining to the laird of 

The Quhilk day the haill tennentis 
and cottars of lesmoir ar accusit and 
persewit for schuting with hagbutis 
at deir Rae Blakcokis murefoulis 
Raising of mure burne inforbidden 
tyme Cutting of aik asch hasill alrum 
Casting of peats with Torskeins not 
planting of young treis wanting of 
kailyairds and headdyks.

(Which day, all of the tenants and 
cottars of Lismore are accused and 
pursued for shooting with arquebusses 
at deer, roe, blackcocks, moorfowls; 
muirburn at forbidden times; cutting oak, 
ash, hazel and alder wood; casting peat 
with tuskars; not planting young trees; 
and lack of head dykes and kailyards.)

It is unlikely that there were many 
guns amongst the impoverished 
tenants, and little game to be pursued 
in an island that was predominantly 
arable with little cover. Unless they 
proved to have been ‘lying sick’, 
absentees could be � ned up to £3.

Court business 
As far as the Lismore court was 
concerned, the most important of 
the Glenorchy regulations required: 

The Ruins of Finlarig 

Castle, Killin, seat 

of the Lords of 

Glenorchy
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to maintain kailyards, failure to 
raise young trees, and cutting green 
wood. The last was particularly 
important on Lismore. Pollen 
analysis of loch sediments indicates 
that the tree cover of the island was 
largely cleared in the Iron Age, so 
that the standing timber would have 
been restricted to steep slopes and 
boggy areas. Since the timber taken 
would have been for construction 
purposes rather than fuel, the court 
� nes (for example 10/- to £1 for 
an alder tree in 1636) can be seen 
as the normal way of paying for an 
essential commodity.

The township mills were also 
a source of con� ict. In 1641, 
Archibald MacGillivray, miller in 
Achnacroish:

persewis the haill tennentis in the 
tounes …. for refuseing to pay the 
ordinar milne dewtie and also for 
refuseing to doe thair service to the 
milne conforme to vse & wont.

The court ruled that the 
tenants must:

 pay ane pek [peck] out of ilk iij [each 
3] bollis dryed corne And the milne 
rigne [roof] and [the miller’s] meat as 
vse wes of before As also to mend repair 
and thak [thatch] the said milne And to 
be all vther services thairto vsit & wont 
vnder the paine of ane vnlaw [� ne] to 
be imposit on the falzein [failer] at the 
Laird’s discretion.

This was a continuing problem 
over many years, partly because the 
people wanted to continue to use 
hand querns to grind their oats, and 
avoid paying multure to the estate 
mill. For example, in 1618, Dougal 
son of Duncan son of the Prior in 
Baleveolan was � ned 40 shillings 

for ‘halding of curines for grinding 
of cornis’. There is a tradition 
that the great number of broken 
quernstones on the island resulted 
from the actions of landlords. 

On the limestone island of 
Lismore, there was little peat of 
any depth and quality, so much 
so that, by the 1770s, Reverend 
John Walker found that islanders 
were burning ‘doughy’ peat (moine 
iobach) moulded from organic-
rich deposits round the lochs. 
Black Duncan’s opinion that the 
use of the tuskar spade to cut peat 
fuel was wasteful was particularly 
relevant to Lismore, and his court 
prosecuted tenants from the 
1620s to the 1640s. Other estate 
offences included leaving buildings 
‘insuf� cient’ and keeping goats.

The court was not, in general, 
concerned with problems about 
the payment of rents. This was 
the business of the tacksman but, 
on occasion, arrears became so 
serious that the court intervened. 
This was the case in 1642, when 
it was revealed that tenants in 
Baligrundle and Balimakillichan 
had not delivered their supplies of 
whisky for nine years – the arrears 
amounting to more than eight 
gallons of ‘aquavita’. They promised 
to pay ‘schortlie’.

Officials of the Court
In 1618, Murdoch MacGillivray 
in Achnacroish was, ‘creat of� r 
[of� cer] w’tin the Lourdis bounds 
and heritages of Lismoir …
in presens of ye assise of court’, 
receiving his staff of of� ce. Apart 
from keeping law and order on 
Glenorchy’s townships on the 
island, he was charged with 
collecting � nes and delivering them 
to Finlarig. It is not clear how he 
dealt with offences on the island 
that crossed estate boundaries. Not 
all � nes were delivered in cash; for 
example, all of the offenders were 
pardoned at the court in 1634 ‘for 
paying of my lord of lornes supper’.

The of� cer was empowered to 
arrest offenders, although it is not 
clear where they would be held, 
and there was more than one case 
during the period of ‘deforcement’, 
when he was resisted with violence. 
For example, in 1634,

Ard Mcillebried officiar of lesmoir 
persewis donald
Mcewin vc kynnach in Ballevoylin for 
deforming of 
him & brecking arrestment.

The deforcer was absent from the 
court and the case did not reappear 
in the record.

In 1624, there was a complicated 
case: in the course of his duties, 
Murdoch MacGillivray had 
‘arrested’ a cow. Duncan Stewart 
and Gilchrist MacDougall in 
Killean were accused of liberating 
the cow but the court was unable to 
prove that the the ‘kow was arrestit 
befoir sche was in Duncan Stewarts 
possession’. Stewart was ordered to:

Restore hir to the place and ground 
quher out sche was takin wppon aucht 
dayis warning and failzeing [failing] 
thair of to pay to Patrik [Campbell] 
xvj lib [£16] money 
and 
Gillichreist Mcdougall …. is ordennit 
to Restore the kow and failzeing to pay 
xvj lib [£16] 

Another case in 1638 reveals the 
existence of a second servant of 
the court, who was charged with 
impounding livestock, for example, 
troublesome strays. Malcolm 
MacIan was ‘keeper of the fold’ in 
Baligrundle in 1638. 

‘Actions of the Commons’: 
Civil cases amongst tenants
It was common for Lowland Courts 
to devote considerable time to the 
resolution of con� ict amongst the 
tenants and cottars of the barony. 
In contrast, the Lismore court was 
dominated by estate matters and, 
over sixteen years, only three cases 
of violence were recorded, all three 
involving bloodshed.

In 1618, Ewen MacGillespic 
in Killean was found guilty of 
wounding Gilchrist MacDougall in 
the face, and � ned £5 for ‘blude and 
trublance’ [bloodshed and breach of 
the peace]. He seems to have been at 
the centre of another violent con� ict, 
confessing, in 1628, to biting a piece 
from the nose of Duncan MacIan 
who, in turn, was found to have 
bitten one of MacGillespic’s � ngers. 

It was common for Lowland 
Courts to devote considerable 
time to the resolution of 
confl ict amongst the tenants 
and cottars of the barony
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vcpryour in ballivewlane
Persewit Archibald mcean 

vcdonchie galt for the wrangous 
detends fra him of ane fute spead thir 
last yeiris bygane or thairby

And for the wrangous intrometting 
is and vptaking fra  him out of 
ballivewlane of half ane galloun of aill 
browin be him and at his command 
yeirlie this ten or tuelf yeiris bygane 
Aganes all equitie and ressoun 
(Which day Dugald MacDuncan son 
of the Prior in Baleveolan pursued 
Archibald MacIan MhicDuncan (a 
stranger?) for the wrongful retention 
of a foot spade there last year and for 
wrongfully taking half a gallon of ale 
brewed by him from Baleveolan every 
year for ten or twelve years, against all 
equity and reason.)

On occasion, the court found it 
necessary to pursue Murdoch 
MacGillivray, the of� cer. For 
example, in 1629, he was charged 
with not repaying a loan of 24 
marks or the interest (proffeit) over 
eleven years. In the event, the debt 
seems to have been paid shortly 
before the court met. 

It was not until 1638, that actions 
of the commons reappeared, with 
complex exchanges of money, 
oatmeal, bere and cattle among 
tenants and tacksman. These 
included payments in kind for 
property valuations – cheese, butter, 
milk and ale. Malcolm MacIan in 
Baligrundle was singled out for 

prosecution for eating 6 pecks 
of meal (0.37boll, around 25kg), 
valued at 50 shillings.

Conditions of tenancies
Unlike other court books, only 
one estate tack is laid out in full 
over the 30 years of records – to 
Archibald MacGillivray for part 
of Baleveolan (20 out of the 50 
shilling land) for � ve years from 
Whitsunday 1629. It is likely that 
the documents con� rming tacks 
for most of the rest of the land to 
the Campbells of Barcaldine were 
separate documents kept with the 
Glenorchy charters. Apart from the 
feudal services listed above, and the 
requirement to live on the township, 
MacGillivray was to pay, in victual 
rent, twelve bolls one � rlot oatmeal 
and three bolls one � rlot bere, 
together with 20 shillings in cash 
each year. He was also required 
to protect the woods and meet 
any national and church taxes. A 
memorandum to the tack reveals 
that Baleveolan had formerly been 
let under steelbow arrangements, 
where the landlord provided land 
and seed and shared the yield.

Other tacks would have been 
similar to the more formal 
agreement between the earl of 
Breadalbane and Alexander 
Campbell of Clenamachrie for 
Baligrundle and Tierewin for 21 
years from 1707 which includes:

•  Possession of the six merk land 
of Baligrundle and Tierewin 
with miln multure and thirlage, 
houses, yards, mosses, muirs, 
grazings and shieling 

•  Annual rent of eighteen bolls 
meal (at £6 Scots per boll) 
and ten bolls bere; two bolls 
teind bere; one � rlot one peck 
multure bere (bere at ten merks 
per boll); two quarts of whisky 
(� ve merks per quart); all 
equivalent to £196 16s (Scots)

•  Final additional payment 
of rent and teind

•  Tack withdrawn if the rent not 
paid for two years

•  Payment of all taxes (cess, 
publick burdens & impositions)

•  Perfomance of all ‘hosting, 
hunting, watching warding and 
stenting as the reste of the Earls 
tacksmen doo’

MacIan was not punished for 
this ‘blooding’ but he was given a 
surprisingly small � ne (12d) for 
stabbing Marie Gillecallum in the 
arm. In 1638, Gillecallum MacColl 
in Balimakillichan was � ned £4 
for striking Patrick Mowatt ‘to the 
effusion of his bluide’.

The fact that only serious assaults 
are mentioned suggests that more 
minor con� icts must have been 
settled at home amongst themselves, 
possibly with the intervention of 
the of� cer. Indeed, there are several 
records of breaking arrest for 
offences that had not reached the 
court. For example, in 1641:

The Laird persewis Jon McLairdich 
in Balligrundell for breaking of 
arreistment. Confesses and thairfore 
convict in – xl sh onlie seeing his 
is poore Ewin Mcgillespik officar 
caution for the said vulaw.

(The Lord of Glenorchy pursues 
John MacLarty in Baligrundle for 
breaking arrest. He confesses and is 
� ned 40 shillings but because he is 
poor Ewen MacGillespic provides 
security for the � ne.)

Otherwise, the few recorded 
con� icts were about property, 
some of which seem to have been 
in relation to the payment of rents 
in kind by joint tenants. In 1616:

Quhilk day Dougall mcdonchie 

Fragment of a 

quernstone from 

Lismore Museum 

(LISDD:2006.119)
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•  Requirement to leave buildings 
and mill ‘suf� cient’

•  Either failing party to be 
liable for £200 

The rent level here was, in fact, 
lower that the £328 15s collected 
in 1675 (cash equivalents of meal 
and bere £253 6s 8d; whisky 
£2 13s 4d; teind grain £66 13s 
4d; viccarage £4). Unlike the 
neighbouring townships owned 
by Campbell of Ardnamurchan, 
there was no requirement to 
deliver eggs, poultry, pigs, yarn 
or seal oil (even though there was 
very active hunting of seals on the 
Kilcheran Islands, which were part 
of Baligrundle).

Standard of living, 
livestock and crops
The very basic level of living 
conditions of the Lismore tenants 
can be guaged from an act of the 
court for 1618:

It is statute and ordainit that na 
houses nor biggings [buildings] 
be buillet or biggit in tyme cuming 
within or vpoun ye Lairdis bounds 
and heritages of beneddirraloch 
[Benderloch] and Lismoir or vpoun 
ony pairt thairof Bot onlie with 
Stane [only in stone]

Ilk persone dissobeyand and 
contravenane this act vnder the pane 
[pain] of xx libs. money of vnlaw 
[� ne of £20].

The conclusion must be that 
some, at least, were living in turf 
huts. Whatever improvements 
were made during the century, 
the inventories of eight Lismore 
tenants who died in the 1690s 
show that their material wealth 
remained modest. The � nancial 
resources of the tenants, net of 
outstanding rent and funeral costs, 
varied widely from £13 to £310 
(Scots) but their stock was the 
major item, representing between 
half and three quarters of the value. 
For example, John MacIntyre in 
Baligrundle, who died in October 
1690, left four cows, a heifer, a 
horse, a � lly and two sheep, valued 
together at £78 13s 4d out of an 
estate of £110 13s 4d (from which 
had to be deducted £30 for rent 
and costs). In drawing up these 
inventories, the commissary court 
took little account of variation in 
the age or condition of the stock; 
in all cases a cow was valued at 
£13 6s 8d, a heifer at £6 13s 4d, a 

stirk at £3 6s 8d and a sheep at £1 
6s 8d. Even Archibald MacIlguie’s 
eight ‘great’ cows were entered at 
the standard rate, but horse values 
were ‘estimated’: from £2 for a ‘little 
mare’ and £3 10s for an ‘old horse’ 
to £30 for a ‘horse and a mare’. 

Livestock were, therefore, the 
principal capital items and the 
tenants had few other possessions. 
These were the most af� uent 
of the island families but their 
‘household plenishings’, which 
would have included the roof 
timbers of their house, barn and 
byre, generally amounted to less 
than � ve percent (up to £10) of 
the � nancial value of the inventory. 
Only the three better off tenants 
had savings (lying money), 
and Archibald MacIlguie in 
Baligrundle was unusual in having 
£10 of plenishings and a sword 
and gun worth a further £10. 

The court records and the 
inventories provide insight 
into farming practice on the 
townships. Even though they 
represented a high proportion 
of wealth, cattle and sheep were 
kept mainly for domestic use 
(milk, butter and a little meat) 
with the occasional stirk for sale. 
The horses provided draught for 
the principal farming enterprise: 
growing grain for rent, the staple 
diet and alcohol production. 
Cereals (alternating bere and 
oats) were grown continuously on 
the infield lands, with occasional 

It is not surprising that the 
islanders gained a reputation 
for independence, since 
they were left to sort out 
most confl icts without the 
interference of authority
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Further reading

Lismore: The Great Garden, 
Robert Hay (Edinburgh, 2009)

Robert Hay, ‘Keeping the Peace 
on Lismore’, in Historic Argyll 17 
(2012), 37-48

The Northern and Western 
Islands of Scotland. Their 
Economy in the Seventeenth 
Century, Frances Shaw 
(Edinburgh, 1980)

crops of oats on the outfield. The 
conditions of tacks required that 
tenants deliver two to four times 
the quantity of oats, than bere, 
in rent, and the inventories of 
tenants who had died after sowing 
confirm the preponderance of 
oat growing. At the time of his 
death, Duncan MacIlmichell 
in Frackersaig had sown eight 
bolls of corne (oats) and five 
firlots (1.25 bolls) of bear (bere) 
and Archibald MacIlguie in 
Baligrundle had sown six bolls 
of corne and one boll of bear, 
indicating a ratio of around 6:1. 
However, the value of bere grain, 
whether in store or in the ground, 
was much greater, owing to its 
use for distilling whisky, adding 
considerable value to the crop. 
Across the inventories, the relative 
values were constant: oats ‘in 
barnyard or barn’ were valued at 
£2 per boll compared with £5 per 
boll for bere; and sown oats were 
valued at £6 per boll compared 
with £20 per boll for bere. As in 
traditional practice elsewhere, 
the short-season, relatively low-
yielding, bere crops would have 
been grown on the most manured 
part of the infield.

This evidence from the court 
proceedings and testaments 
confirm that life for the (sub)
tenants on Lismore was harsh and 
frugal. It is not surprising that the 
islanders gained a reputation for 
independence, since they were left 
to sort out most conflicts without 
the interference of authority.

Names
By the 17th century, English had 
made some headway in Argyll. The 
court proceedings were formally 
in Scots but the tenants spoke 
only Gaelic, with the result that 
their names appear in unusual, 
sometimes contorted, forms, 
presumably dependent upon 
the linguistic skills of the clerk. 
Many appear in the traditional 
patronymic form, for example: 
Ewin mcdonchie vcewin (Ewen 
son of Duncan grandson of 
Ewen); gillechrist mcdougall 
vcewin (Gilchrist son of Dugald 
grandson of Ewen). With a limited 
range of names, individuals were 
discriminated by additional 

adjectives: Molcallu[m] mcean 
douy vcean vcdougall (Malcolm 
son of black Iain grandson of Iain 
greatgrandson of Dugald); Ewin 
mcgillespik vcean vcdonchie galt 
(Ewen son of Gillespic grandson 
of Iain, greatgrandson of Duncan, 
the foreigner); others are already 
in apparently modern format with 
Christian and surname: Duncane 
Mcnicoll (Duncan MacNicol); 
Donald Mcintyre (MacIntyre); 
Jon oig mccoule (John MacColl 
younger) and Mr Duncan 
Mccalman (MacCalman), 
the minister. 

However, the � rst court records 
were only 50 years from the 
Reformation Parliament of 1560, 
and many of the personal names 
recall the fact that the Catholic 
bishopric of Argyll was based on 
Lismore, and that the clergy were 
far from celibate. Thus we have:

John mcgillespik vcachannomich/ 
John son of Gillespic grandson of 
the canon.

Dougall mcdonchie vcapryour/ 
Dugald son of Duncan grandson 
of the prior.

Johnne mcgillechallum 
vcclearche/ John son of Malcolm 
grandson of a cleric/priest.

The widespread name form 
vcachannomich, mcachannonyt, 
mcachannonycht in due course 
evolved into Buchanan, a common 
surname in modern Lismore.

Robert Hay is an archivist at the 
Isle of Lismore Museum, and a 
Director of Comann Eachdraidh 
Lios Mòr. Linda Fryer is a freelance 
historical researcher and archival 
adviser to Clan MacDougall of 
Dunollie, Oban

Celtic collections 
and imperial 
connections
During the late 19th 
century, museums 
across Britain sought 
to obtain plaster casts 
of early medieval 
sculptures, such as Celtic 
crosses. In a new study, 
we take a look at how 
the creation, exhibition 
and after-life of these 
reproductions can give 
an intriguing glimpse into 
why and to what extent 
they were valued.

Aberfoyle Slate Quarries: 
An industrial archaeological survey
A detailed analysis of Forestry Commission Scotland’s 
recent industrial archaeology survey at Aberfoyle Slate 
Quarries, where Aerial Laser Scan terrain modelling 
was employed to show how these sites were used.

Lord Reith: The 15 percent administrator
An exploration of the post-World War II career of 
Lord Reith, a brilliant administrator whose talents 
were not effectively employed during Labour’s 
post-war Nationalisation plans. Should Lord Reith 
have been the man to lead the new British Transport 
Commission through its early years?

Scotland’s asylum patients 
and the Great War
New research into the treatment of mentally ill civilian 
patients during World War I, at a time when huge 
pressure on resources meant that whole asylums 
were taken over to provide care for mentally ill soldiers 
returning from the battlefi eld.

We explore how the transfer of the civilian patients 
moved out of these asylums was managed, and 
assess whether pressure to move these patients to 
new hospitals meant their care was compromised.

Plus: Reviews, opinion, events and the latest history 
and archaeology news, including:
• Behind the scenes at Dunvegan Castle
• Dig report from Ravelrig Bog
• Spotlight on Midlothian Archives
• Preview of Ingenious Impressions, the fi rst   
 major UK exhibition to explore the invention of   
 the printed book
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T
he Scottish Jewish 
Archives Centre 
(SJAC) was 
established in 1987 
and is based in the 

historic Garnethill Synagogue, opened 
in 1879. Garnethill, Scotland’s oldest 
synagogue, is an A-listed building and 
is considered to be one of the top ten 
historic synagogues in the UK.

The remit of the Archives Centre is 
to collect and preserve material relating 
to the Jewish experience in Scotland 
– religious, organisational, social, 
economic, political, cultural activity 
and family life – and the Centre’s 
collections are unique and nationally-
signi� cant. The Centre encourages 
the study of Jews in Scotland and 
publishes books and articles.

Jews � rst settled in Scotland 
in small numbers in the 1700s, 
but the � rst communities were in 
Edinburgh (c.1816) and Glasgow 
(c.1823). In the late 1800s and 
early 1900s, thousands of Jews 
immigrated to Scotland to escape 
poverty and persecution in the 
Russian Empire and elsewhere. In 
the 1930s and 1940s, a new wave of 
Jewish immigrants came to Scotland, 
this time escaping persecution in 
Nazi Europe. The Archives Centre 
has amassed a large collection 
of documents, photographs and 
memorabilia relating the experience 
of this new wave of refugees.

Harvey Kaplan and Deborah Haase of the Scottish Jewish Archives Centre reveal plans 
to establish a Scottish Holocaust-era Study Centre in Glasgow

Plans revealed for a Scottish 
Holocaust-era Study Centre

In order to make this collection – an 
important national resource – more 
accessible to researchers, SJAC aims 
to establish a Scottish Holocaust-era 
Study Centre as an adjunct of SJAC. 
The centre would examine the role 
Scotland played in bringing succour 
to refugees, Kindertransport children 
and Holocaust survivors who started 
to rebuild their lives here, set against 
the unfolding horrors of Nazi Europe. 
The centre would show this period 
in the context of the story of Jewish 
history in Scotland, but also in the 
context of Scottish history at the time.

There is a fascinating story to 
tell of how many hundreds made 
a new life in Scotland and of the 
contribution they made to Scottish 
society. Hundreds of refugee 
physicians obtained their British 
quali� cations at the Royal Colleges 
of Medicine and Surgery in Scotland. 
Refugee artists and architects such 
as Josef Herman, Hilda Goldwag, 
Paul Zunterstein and Isi Metzstein 
enriched the local scene. 

Scottish Jews and others – including 
individuals, families, trade unionists 
and churches  – raised funds to help 
Jews in Europe through the 1930s. A 
major Jewish and wider community 
effort set up refugee hostels for 
children and young people, enabling 

their rehabilitation and integration. 
These included the Boys Hostel at 
Garnethill, the Quaker-run women’s 
hostel in Renfrew Street, Birkenward 
(Skelmorlie), Whittingehame Farm 
School and Polmont House. A 
number of Jewish and Christian 
families in Scotland offered a new 
home to child refugees who came 
here on the Kindertransport in 
1938-39. The centre would also 
tell the story of Jane Haining from 
Queen’s Park Parish Church, 
who would not desert her Jewish 
children in the Budapest Church of 
Scotland School and who perished 
in Auschwitz for her devotion.

SJAC has been consulting widely 
to produce a feasibility study, funded 
by the Scottish Government, and is 
now looking to fundraise to make 
this a reality.

If you have any information or 
material for this project, for 
example if you or your family 
helped or came into contact with 
a refugee, or if you would like 
further information, contact: 
The Scottish Jewish Archives 
Centre, Garnethill Synagogue, 
129 Hill Street, Glasgow G3 6UB; 
e-mail: info@sjac.org.uk; 
website: www.sjac.org.uk 

Near right: 

Refugee boys 

outside the 

Garnethill hostel 

in 1939

Far right: Dorrith 
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identity document 
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The Cinema and Cinema going 
in Scotland, 1896-1950
By Trevor Griffiths
Edinburgh University Press, 2013
354 pages
Paperback; £19.99
ISBN: 978-0748685219

Go through any Scottish 
burgh or indeed 
community, and the 
odds are that you will see 
a cinema. Like church 
buildings, many are sadly 
no longer in use, with 
conversion to carpet 

warehouses a favoured option. Yet there are 
some new complexes, and according to the 
latest statistics, cinema going is enjoying a 
resurgence thanks to the older generation 
rediscovering an enthusiasm left behind in 
their teens. 

This superb study takes us back to the 
earliest phase, starting with the birth of 
the moving picture in the 1890s, leaving 
in its wake the magic lantern. It then 
guides us through the take-off from 1910 
in purpose built picture houses or palaces 
(rather than rented halls or theatres), with 
names that still resonate: Dominion, La 
Scala and of course the Hippodrome, with 
that at Bo’ness built in 1912 now back in 
use. It charts the experience of the cinema 
industry in Scotland through the interwar 
years, evaluates the impact of the talkies 
which burst on the scene in 1928, and 
reviews what shaped attendance during 
periods of depression and war. The cinema 
came to matter to Scots of all ages, male 
and female (unlike football) and the picture 
house was a form of amusement to which 
the Scots took with commitment. What 
was reckoned at the time to be the largest 
cinema in Europe was Green’s Playhouse 
in Glasgow which opened in 1927 and 
was capable of holding over 4,000 at a 
single sitting. By c.1950 Scotland had far 
more cinemas – over 600 – and more seats 
relative to population than was true of the 
rest of the UK. And the seats were filled. 
The average Briton went to the cinema 

once a fortnight; in Glasgow it was weekly. 
Griffiths has set himself two objectives, 

both of which are realised. The first is 
to chart the rise and experience of the 
cinema in Scotland as an industry. There 
is therefore, as befits his credentials as an 
economic historian, a good deal of hard 
analysis from an economic and business 
perspective, as to who invested in cinema 
companies, what was shown, and which 
films and genres drew in the crowds and 
made money. We are introduced to the 

Scottish film-making as opposed to picture-
showing industry; one of the earliest in 
1919 was a five reel-er romance, The Harp 
King, which starred Nan Wilkie, billed 
as the Scottish Mary Pickford, who had 
abandoned her job at the Public Baths in 
Alloa to go to cinema college in Glasgow. 
This was not a success. Footba Daft, a 
1921 comedy, did much better. Griffiths 
raises significant questions: when times 
were hard, did more people go or fewer? 
He makes use of a remarkable range of 
records, including files from dissolved 
cinema and film companies. Unexciting, 
they might be thought. Yet there are 
some intriguing discoveries. One is that 
in 1910 the miners’ leader and Labour 
politician, Keir Hardie, held 200 shares in 
BB Pictures, a company that had a chain 
of cinemas across the central belt. His 
investment was an endorsement of the 
BB’s manager, J.J. Bennell, who saw the 
moving picture as a mechanism for the 
advancement of rational recreation. But not 
all films were ‘improving’ or ‘educational’, 
about which there was concern, which 
leads Griffiths into a consideration of such 
key issues as control of content, what could 
be shown to whom, and when it could 
be shown. There was the establishment 
of the British Board of Film Censors in 
1912, which classified films, but it was 

local authorities who wrestled with the 
problem of what children could or could 
not be allowed to see. Churches were 
far from happy with the notion of the 
Sunday opening of cinemas: in 1936 the 
President of the Congregational Union 
of Scotland denounced this as another 
step on the road to Scotland ‘becoming 
stupidly Continental and blatantly Pagan’. 
World War II witnessed a major relaxation, 
motivated by the need to provide some 
form of recreation for service personnel.

A joy of this study is the way that 
Griffiths so nicely balances detailed 
examination with human interest: the 
story of the little lady who went to her 
local cinema in Brechin not to watch 
any film but because it was cheaper and 
warmer than staying at home. There is 
a lovely account of the experience of a 
cinema dynasty, the Pooles, who started 
as travelling entertainers. When they took 
their panorama of the gallant British Army 
at Rorke’s Drift to the West of Ireland, 
the nationalist audience there responded 
with cries of ‘Up the Zulus’! But the best 
anecdote relates to a film about the risks of 
VD, called The Dangers of Ignorance (1928). 
When shown in Leeds, the screening saw 
37 men carried out in dead faints: not so 
in Glasgow, where the showing passed 
without incident. Scottish audiences were, 
Griffiths dryly remarks, ‘more stoical’ than 
their Yorkshire counterparts. It is touches 
like this that make this commanding study 
such a pleasure to read.  

Dr Alastair Durie has researched and 
taught Scottish history at university level 
for many years, with published work on 
textiles, transport, tourism and sport. His 
academic work is currently focused on 
teaching at the University of Stirling and 
for the Open University.

BOOKREVIEWS
Scotland and the silver screen
Dr Alastair Durie reviews a history of fifty years of cinema going,  from the early silent movies to 
the ‘golden age’ of the 1950s, when Scotland had more cinemas per head than the rest of the UK

Edited by Dr Kirsty McAlister
reviews@historyscotland.com

“A joy of this study is the way that Griffiths 
so nicely balances detailed examination  
with human interest”
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BOOK REVIEWS

Scotland in the Middle Ages
Professor John Cramsie reviews an academic study of medieval Scotland and discovers a rich 
and rewarding account of life for all social classes in the years before the Wars of Independence

New Perspectives on Medieval 
Scotland 1093-1286
By Matthew Hammond (ed.) 
The Boydell Press, 2013
272 pages 
Hardback; £60
ISBN: 978-1843838531

The advance of Anglo-
Norman culture 
and institutions 
(Normanisation) achieved 
its greatest success outside 
England in the one area 
of the British Isles that 

successfully resisted political subjugation: 
Scotland. The paradox of medieval 
Scotland is that ‘the arrival of French- 
and English-speaking knights, clerics, 
merchants and likely even some peasants, 
from England, Normandy, and across 
the Angevin realms, as well as ideas of 
church reform, commercial development, 
and political centralisation’ instead of 
‘undercutting Scottish identity and the 
authority of the king of Scots’ (p.48) 
achieved the opposite. Normanisation 
prompted a redefinition of Scottishness 
that accommodated the kingdom’s local 
and regional diversity and the consolidation 
of a strong, confident monarchy ruling 
in partnership with an increasingly self-
conscious political community.

These are critical subjects for 
understanding Scottish history before 
the Wars of Independence. The Arts and 
Humanities Research Council funded 
two massive, multi-year digital projects 
in collective biography (prosopography) 
covering the period 1093 to 1286 and 
1216 to 1314. The first, ‘The Paradox of 
Medieval Scotland’, or PoMS, scoured 6014 
documents (mainly charters) to assemble a 
database of more than 15,000 persons and 
institutions. The second project expanded 
on these astonishing numbers and the 
combined ‘People of Medieval Scotland’ 
database is freely accessible to the public at 
www.poms.ac.uk. The essays collected here 
by Matthew Hammond include some of 
the first fruits of investigation via the new 
resources. What do the authors find?

Hammond leads off with 
a long introductory essay 
that explains in detail the 
organisation and substance 
of the database. Among 
its virtues, Hammond is 
careful to acknowledge 
imperfections: only 4.3 
percent of the individuals 
are women, the geographic 
density of documents favours 
the south and east, the virtual 
destruction of the royal 
archives in the 1290s over-
represents sources preserved 
by ecclesiastics, traditional 
narrative sources (chronicles 
and the like) remain critically 
important. This is essential 
reading for scholars interested 
in using the resource.

Evidence for the sheer 
diversity of names is among 
the more interesting finds. According to 
Hammond, the wide variety, ‘especially the 
Gaelic, Old English, and Scandinavian are 
indicative of the fact that the kingdom ruled 
over by the king of Scots was essentially… 
a collection of distinct countries with their 
own linguistic, cultural, and legal traditions’ 
(p.47-48). Naming pools were not isolated 
from one another and intermixing reveals 
a socially and geographically inclusive 
kingdom that incorporated ‘newcomers 
to the realm, speakers of French, Flemish, 
southern English dialects, Latin, and 
other continental tongues’ (p.48). Keith 
Stringer extends Hammond’s point. The 
social and political inclusiveness of the 
court of Alexander II (1198-1249), even 
allowing for practical limitations to regular 
attendance by nobles, clerics and mid- or 
lesser-rank landowners, nurtured a ‘unity 
and consensus’ out of which the ‘community 
of the realm’ could become a statement of 
political solidarity in the crisis decades after 
1286 (p.80).

David Carpenter explains that one reason 
national identity and political community 
in Scotland could ‘grow “with” rather than 
“against” the king’ was because of the 
crown’s limited financial machinery and 

legal demands (p.117). They simply did not 
touch off the constitutional confrontations 
that beset 13th-century England. In 
a detailed but indispensible account, 
Carpenter explains that the development 
of English-style common law in Scotland 
created ‘an animal of very limited activity 
and significance’ (p.117). Far from being a 
success for Normanisation or centralisation, 
the Scottish nobility preserved a well-tested 
partnership with the king by guarding their 
judicial prerogatives.

Alice Taylor and Cynthia Neville similarly 
complicate the success of two other Norman 
imports, feudalism and the visnet. Taylor’s 
cautious, thoughtful essay establishes the 
relational quality of free and unfree status 
based upon complex bonds of servitude, 
despite apparently well-defined categories. 
Further, a large and growing unfree 
population ‘bound personally to their lords’ 
existed before the beginning of an Anglo-
Norman era under David I; any purported 
‘sharp and significant change in the status 
of the peasantry should finally be put aside’ 
(p.114). The neighbourhood long existed in 
Scottish society as a body of individuals with 
the expert knowledge and wisdom needed 
for resolving local disputes. Neville explains 
that the increased use of the Norman term 

A depiction of the coronation of Alexander III on Moot Hill, Scone, as depicted 

in a late medieval manuscript of the Scottichronicon by Walter Bower
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Mary Queen of Scots has 
remained one of Scotland’s 
most fascinating monarchs: 
the subject of enduring 
debate, tragic heroine to 
so many. Margaret Swain’s 
book brings insight to 

Mary’s later years in captivity through focus on 
her artistic use of embroidery.

Embroidery itself has been a popular 
pastime for centuries, associated mainly with 
women. It is rarely discussed with regards to 
Mary’s life but Swain has taken a fresh route 
in the pursuit of the Scots queen by looking 
at her own artwork, the majority of which 
was done while she was prisoner in England. 
With little else to occupy her time, embroidery 
became an outlet for the passionate yet 
subdued queen.

Swain gives detailed accounts of the 
different materials incorporated into Mary’s 
work and discusses how life events impacted 
on her chosen patterns and styles. She 
highlights that embroidery not only became 
a comfort to the queen during her English 
imprisonment, but was also a means through 

which she could send messages to supporters 
through imagery within the fabric. There are 
many beautiful pieces illustrated throughout 
the book, emphasising just how impressive 
Mary’s embroidery work was.

Swain’s research into the embroidery is 
quite remarkable, and makes for fascinating 
reading both for those intrigued by Mary 
and those interested in the history of 
embroidery more 
generally. What is 
certainly apparent is 
that Mary was a highly 
skilled needleworker 
and artist. 

Lynsay Green’s main 
historical interest is in the 
Stewart dynasty. She is 
particularly interested in 
James III, James IV and 
Mary, Queen of Scots.

This new study of Mary Queen of Scots shed light on a pastime 
of the tragic monarch which has received little attention to date, 
yet which reveals intriguing insight into the queen’s personality, 
writes Lynsay Green

The Needlework of 
Mary Queen of Scots
By Margaret Swain
Crowood Press, 2013
128 Pages
Paperback; £14.99
ISBN: 978-0903585224

The work of a tragic queen

Examples of Mary’s needlework, crafted whilst she was in 

captivity in England (© Crowood, www.crowood.com)

visnet after 1200 demonstrates a 
clever legal-linguistic blending of 
tradition and innovation as Scottish 
kings sought to widen ‘the scope or 
royal jurisdiction rather than effect 
momentous change’ (p.172).

With one revealing object after 
another, Stuart Campbell interrogates 
and reimagines the material culture of 
medieval Scotland. For example, the 
Dunstaffnage charter seal demonstrates 
the ‘penetration of charter lordship’ 
beyond eastern Scotland, but with 
clear adaptation to the sea community 
of Argyllshire and the Western Isles: 
rather than sporting a ubiquitous bit 
of heraldry or mounted knight, the 
seal ‘depicts a west highland galley 
or birlinn’, a perfect symbol for the 
projection of authority in a ‘maritime 
Gaelic province’ (p.200).

In these different ways, individual 
essays emphasise a critical theme 
for the collection. Abstract labels 
(Scotland, Scots, etc.) and patterns 
(Normanisation, feudalism) help us 
grasp the broad sweep of history, 
but at the danger of obscuring the 
complexity and contingency of the 
history lived by actual people. The 
political and cultural complexity of 
medieval Scotland comes alive when 
we follow these scholars into the raw 
materials and archives of real lives.

This must be heady stuff for 
medievalists and the attention 
to paradox and complexity will 
continue to shape and reshape our 
understanding of medieval Scotland – 
and, one hopes, the broader history of 
the Isles. That said, this is not a book 
of essays for ordinary enthusiasts. 
While rich and rewarding, the essays 
are nonetheless scholarly and dense. 
The exemplary and uncompromising 
analysis of complex sources, events, 
and individuals makes them so. The gap 
between academic and popular readers 
is signi� cant and it remains for others 
to bring these exciting discoveries and 
� ndings to a broader audience.

John Cramsie is Professor of British 
and Irish History at Union College in 
Schenectady, New York and Fellow of the 
Royal Historical Society. He has written on 
King James VI, and I as well as the journeys 
of Tudor and Stuart travellers in Britain.
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Become a History Scotland book reviewer…  
The books we review cover all periods and genres of history.  
To apply to join the review team, e-mail your name, address and details of your 
field of expertise or special interest to: info@historyscotland.com

The Coroners of Northern 
Britain, c. 1300-1700
By RA Houston
Palgrave Macmillan, 2014
134 pages
Hardback; £45
ISBN: 978-1137381064 

The history of the office 
of coroner has been long 
neglected, but Professor 
Houston recently took on 
the task of examining a 
period of about 400 years. 
The coroner slipped from 
that of an established 

position in the administration of justice to 
a point where it had faded to nothing. The 
importance of this book, however, lies in 
its explanation as to how that change came 
to pass. This is a highly relevant study, 
as finding a suitable means to investigate 
sudden deaths continues today. 

In the broadest of terms, the English 
coroners were independent judicial office 
holders conducting their investigations 
into deaths in public. The Scottish 
coroners were in essence judicial agents 
who acted in private: men of action 
who arrested suspects and seized goods 
on behalf of the king’s judges. Further, 
whereas the English coroner was one of 
many points at which government met 
the people, the Scottish equivalent was a 
direct instrument of the Crown. 

The erosion of the significance of the 
coroner came about in Scotland because of 
new ways of prosecuting in the Justiciary 
Court and because of the growing power 
of the sheriff ‘as the hub of civil and 
criminal justice’ in the shires of Scotland 
(p.5). The coroner in England and Wales 
is probably most closely associated now 
in the public mind with the investigation 
of sudden deaths. In a concise assessment 
of the development of the role Professor 
Houston notes that the English coroners 
were unable to initiate investigations 
and came to rely on information from 
individuals with knowledge of a sudden 
or suspicious death. In Scotland there 
was an expectation that something similar 

would be done to investigate sudden deaths 
and with ‘a public but not necessarily 
participative involvement’ (p.24). The 
Scots also expected some sort of medical 
investigation by a physician or surgeon, 
where necessary, and this seems to have 
been the norm from an early date. Further, 
Scottish investigative procedures were at 
least as rigorous as the English ones, but 
not as consistently invoked. They resulted 
from a more discrete judicial system in 
which a public official pursued the truth by 
informing himself in private. 

Coroners had not always been failures 
waiting to be swept away in favour of 
something better, as they had been 
‘manifestly active and useful’ especially 

in the 15th and 16th centuries (p.86). 
In their heyday the Scottish coroners, as 
executive judicial officers, serviced itinerant 
courts of justice, with associated roles in 
enforcing law and order. Scottish coroners 
as suggested investigated some suspicious 
deaths but their job focused more on the 
living and especially on citing offenders 
and seizing their goods. None of their tasks 
constituted a judicial role. However, a 
cluster of changes, particularly during the 
reign of James VI, altered fundamentally the 
political, fiscal and judicial landscape. In 
the new era coroners became increasingly 
anachronistic until, by the early 18th 
century, they were largely obsolete. 

This is a small book but likely to prove 
influential because it explains what 
happened and why. It is clear from the 
wide range of authorities and sources 
cited that a great effort has been put 
into uncovering what has been neglected 
for generations. It is well known that 
sudden, suspicious and unexplained 

deaths in the modern era are in Scotland 
investigated by the Procurator Fiscal 
after preliminary inquiries by the police. 
The elements of the ancient system can 
be found in modern practice; that is to 
say, the investigation by a public official 
in private and the tendency to consider 
a hearing of evidence in a court under 
modern law as an exception rather than a 
universal rule. 

This book goes a long way to 
explaining how it is now that the local 
public prosecutor has the investigative 
responsibility rather than there being in 
existence a coroner to do the work, as in 
England and Wales and so many other 
places elsewhere. 

Professor Houston’s book is certainly 
of real value to legal historians and 
very probably modern policy-makers 
who seek to reform Scots law in regard 
to the investigation of sudden deaths. 
The work is not intended simply to add 
Scottish experience to the main line of 
English history and so create a more 
comprehensive British perspective. It is 
intended also to open up new questions 
and debates within British history, using 
Scotland as a starting point. The Coroners of 
Northern Britain, c. 1300-1700 is essential 
reading for anyone interested in the legal 
and administrative history of early modern 
Scotland. There is scope to extend the 
research of the investigation of deaths from 
1700 to our own time. This book should 
surely encourage others to do that.

Robert Shiels is a graduate of the Universities 
of Dundee and Glasgow and qualified as a 
solicitor in Scotland in 1979. He is still in 
business as a court practitioner.

Investigating death in early modern Scotland

“It is clear from the wide range of  
authorities and sources cited that a great 
effort has been put into uncovering what 
has been neglected for generations”

Robert Shiels reviews a study of the office of coroner in early modern Scotland which 
assesses the various tasks of this office holder and explores why the role became obsolete
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RECENTLY PUBLISHED

Glasgow Interiors

Birlinn, £20

Glasgow has a dazzling 

array of buildings and is 

internationally renowned for 

its history of architectural 

innovation and design excellence. This book 

is a guide to Glasgow’s most spectacular 

historic interiors. Featuring 35 interiors of 

some of the city’s most alluring buildings 

– both public and private – the book 

features magnifi cent interior shots and 

accompanying text telling the story of each 

building, its historical context and owner.

Byron: Life and Legend

John Murray, £16.99

For this biography of Byron, 

Fiona MacCarthy has had 

exclusive access to the full John 

Murray Byron archive. She 

brings a fresh eye to Byron’s childhood in 

Scotland, his embattled relations with his 

mother, and the effect of his deformed foot.

Lost Edinburgh in Colour

Amberley, £15.99

A collection of rare and 

unpublished images of 

Edinburgh a century 

ago, presented in full colour.

Experiencing War as the ‘Enemy Other’: Italian 

Scottish Experiences in World War II

Manchester University Press, 

£21.99

An in-depth study which 

examines the impact of 

World War II on the Italian 

community in Scotland.

MORE ONLINE! 

Read Dr Wendy Ugolini’s history of Italian 

Scots women in World War II on our website: 

http://scot.sh/hshomefront

Scotland in the Age of Two Revolutions

Boydell Press, £65

The 17th century was one of 

the most dramatic periods in 

Scotland’s history, with two 

political revolutions, religious 

strife culminating in the 

beginnings of toleration, and 

the modernisation of the state 

and its infrastructure. This book provides 

a fresh perspective on the most important 

events and developments of the period.

Buy books at discounted prices with the History 
Scotland Book Shop at: http://scot.sh/hsbooks

Scotland’s Hidden Harlots 
& Heroines: Women’s role 
in Scottish society from 
1690-1969 is an engaging 
read, to say the least, but 
also a jumping off point 
for those who are looking 
to � nd a noteworthy 

woman about whom they may like to learn 
more. While the title may seem salacious, 
it is in fact tame compared to some of 
the anecdotes the book contains about 
body snatchers, madams, murderers, and 
‘promiscuous dancing’ by the kirk’ (p.79). 
Harrower-Gray uses as the bookends of her 
timeframe the Concealment of Pregnancy 
Act of 1690 and the implementation of 
the 1967 Abortion Act at the end of that 
decade. As the subtitle indicates, she 
considers women’s roles in major events 
in Scottish history, and does her best to 
highlight women who have not received a 
great deal of scholarly attention previously.

Despite the lack of endnotes, the book 
is thoroughly researched and sources are 
cited within the text itself. Harrower-
Gray undertook research at Anstruther 
Library, the National Library of Scotland, 
and Special Collections at St Andrews 
University where some of the photos in the 
book are from. 

Her primary materials are varied, from 
chapbooks, to a directory for midwives, 
to menus, to traditional Scottish reels. 
At times she incorporates long segments 
from these documents, providing readers 
with the opportunity to delve further into 
the lives of the women being examined. 
She supplements this primary research 

This new study of three centuries of Scottish women 
introduces several noteworthy personalities who may not 
be known to readers, writes Christine Myers

Scotland’s Hidden Harlots & 
Heroines: Women’s role in 
Scottish society from 1690-1969
By Annie Harrower-Gray
Pen & Sword Books, 2013
190 pages
Paperback; £12.99
ISBN: 978-1781592717

Midwives, madams 
and murderesses

with the inclusion of histories written 
in centuries past, as well as more recent 
scholarly works.

What all the ‘Hidden Harlots & Heroines’ 
have in common is that they transgressed 
the social norms of their times through their 
actions or words. Many familiar historical 
� gures are discussed, like Elsie Inglis, 
Christian Shaw and Mary, Queen of Scots, 
but others will be new names to many. 

A particularly fascinating set of stories 
can be found in chapter eight’s focus on 
‘The Women who Inspired Robert Burns.’ 
Included are his mother, Agnes Broun, and 
a series of romantic interests: Jean Armour, 
Mary Campbell, Jane (Duchess of Gordon), 
May Cameron and Nancy Maclehose.

 By learning about the importance of these 
women to Burns, readers will also learn a 
great deal about him and his writings. The 
fact that Jean Armour’s family thought Burns 
‘a loose and dangerous fellow’ (p.104) or that 
he was attracted to the Duchess of Gordon 
because she was ‘notoriously frank and witty’ 
(p.106) adds depth of understanding to his 
works that all should know.  

Harrower-Gray provides a select 
bibliography of recent works on related 
topics in both Scottish history and Scottish 
women’s history, and, as noted earlier, more 
sources are tucked within each chapter. 

If you have Scottish ancestors you should 
certainly check and see if they, or their 
town, are mentioned in the index so you can 
explore their history more fully. Scotland’s 
Hidden Harlots & Heroines would make a 
worthy addition to your bookshelf and is, 
quite simply, an enjoyable read.

Dr Christine D. Myers is an Assistant Professor 
of European history at Monmouth College in 
Illinois. After receiving her Ph.D. in American 
and British comparative history at the 
University of Strathclyde, she returned to the 
U.S. to pursue an academic career. Her book, 
University Coeducation in the Victorian Era: 
Inclusion in the United States and the United 
Kingdom, was published in 2010.
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DIARY DATES

Add your organisation or 
society’s event to our website: 
http://scot.sh/events-diary 

LECTURE

Land Ownership in Lochaber
8 January
A talk by Richard Sedgwick about 
land ownership in Lochaber. The 
event is organised by Lochaber 
Local History Society and is free to 
members, with a small charge to 
non-members. Starts 8pm.
Ben Nevis Hotel, 
Fort William PH33 6TG

LECTURE

Glasgow Archaeological Society
15 January
‘Kirkmahoe, St Mungo’s Wells 
and the Church of St Kentigern: 
‘excavating’ the namescape of 
Glasgow’s patron saint’, a talk 
by Professor Thomas Clancy, 
University of Glasgow. 
Starts 7.30pm.
Boyd Orr Building, University 
of Glasgow; website: http://
glasarchsoc.org.uk 

LECTURE

The Costume Society of Scotland
2 February
David Wilcox, lecturer at Edinburgh 
College of Art, will give a talk titled 
‘17th-century men’s tailoring’. 
Starts 7pm, visitors welcome.
Augustine United Church, George 
IV Bridge, Edinburgh; website: 
www.costumesocietyofscotland.
btik.com 

LECTURE

Society of Antiquaries 
of Scotland
16 February (Edinburgh)
17 February (Aberdeen)
 ‘Operation Nightingale: 
Archaeology as a recovery tool 
for injured service personnel’ 
– a lecture by Richard Osgood, 
senior historic advisor, Ministry of 
Defence. 6pm in Edinburgh, 
7.30pm in Aberdeen.
Tel: 0131 247 4133; 
website: www.socantscot.org 

The Robert Burns Birthplace 
Museum takes its rightful place 
at centre stage of the Burns Night 
celebrations with a Burns Big Haggis 
Feast and Ceilidh on 21 January. The 
event includes a haggis meal, toast 
and speeches, followed by a ceilidh. 
Starts 7pm, tickets £4. Website: 
www.burnsmuseum.org.uk

The life and works of Robert Burns 
are celebrated at the National 
Museum of Rural Life, which hosts 
a Burns Unbound event on 25 and 
26 January. On 25 January, you 
can explore the 1950s working 
farm and Georgian farmhouse, 
whilst the following day is devoted 
to Burns Night celebrations with 
Highland dancing, piping, cookery 
demonstrations and the chance to 
meet Burns himself!
Website: www.nms.ac.uk/national-
museum-of-rural-life/

The Robert Burns Humanitarian 
Award is presented to an individual or 
group who has ‘saved, improved or 
enriched the lives of others or society 
through personal self-sacrifice, 
volunteer work or other acts’. 
This year’s presentation will take 
place at The Robert Burns Birthplace 
Museum on 24 January, when the 
winner will receive the equivalent of 
1,759 guineas (approximately £1,800), 
a sum signifying the year of Robert 
Burns’s birth. Website: www.south-
ayrshire.gov.uk/burnsaward 

A Burns Night extravaganza ‘Haggis, 
Beasts and Tatties’ at Eden Court 
Theatre, Inverness pays tribute to the 
life and work of Burns on 25 January 
when dancing and pipe music will 
take place in Falcon Square, followed 
by a procession to Eden Court for a 
show comprising short performances 
inspired by the work of Burns. 

Burns Night

We look ahead to celebrations focused on our national bard with a 
round up of events centered around Burns Night on 25 January

Discover much more about 

Robert Burns on our website: 

http://scot.sh/rabbie-burns
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24 December and 27 to 31 December
Edinburgh Castle, Castlehill, 
Edinburgh EH1 2NG
Mary Queen of Scots is holding court 
in the Great Hall at Edinburgh Castle. 
Join her to find out how a queen 
celebrates Christmas and learn more 
about 16th-century festivities. 
Performances at 11.15am, 12.15pm, 
2pm and 3pm. Event included within 
the price of castle admission. 
Tel: 0131 225 9846; website: 
www.edinburghcastle.gov.uk 

Join Mary Queen of Scots for royal  

Yuletide celebrations

EVENT

Schiltron, 1 to 4 January
Edinburgh Castle is steeped in war in 
the years following the Black Douglas 
dinner of 1440. Come along to the 
castle to find out how Scots of this era 
fought with schiltrons, and then try 
one out for yourself. Performances at 
11.15am, 12.15pm, 2pm and 3pm.
Edinburgh Castle EH1 2NG; website: 
http://scot.sh/hsschiltron 

EVENT

Information sources for garden 
historians day course, 2 February
A day course (11am to 3pm) which 
introduces the study of garden history, 
showing participants where to source 
information and how to interpret 
evidence to tell the story of a garden. 
The day includes a visit to the National 
Monuments Record in Edinburgh, to 
examine pictorial, documentary and 
printed resources.
To book, e-mail: shg@nts.org.uk;  
website: http://scot.sh/
hsgardenhistory

EXHIBITION

Woven Through History, until 1 February
An exploration of cotton and textile 
production at New Lanark from its 
formation through to today. Exhibits 
include product samples, trade ledgers 
and first-hand accounts from millworkers.
Robert Owen’s School for Children, 
New Lanark; tel: 01555 661345; 
website: www.newlanark.org 

EXHIBITION

Mackintosh Travel Sketches, 
until 15 February
A new exhibition featuring a selection 
of drawings and sketchbooks from 
the University of Glasgow’s unrivalled 
Mackintosh collection. Mackintosh 
Travel Sketches plots Mackintoshs’s 
travels from early studies in the north 
of Scotland, to a series of beautiful 
studies of the castle at Holy Island, 
Northumberland, and complex drawings 
from Cintra in Portugal. 
The Hunterian, Glasgow G12 8QQ;  
tel: 0131 330 4221;  
website: www.gla.ac.uk/hunterian

EVENT 
A very Mary Christmas 
at Edinburgh Castle

Until 3 May 2015
Scottish National Portrait Gallery
Admission free
Beauty by Design links the 
renaissance art collections of the 
Scottish National Portrait Gallery 
and Scottish National Gallery to 
contemporary fashion design, 
practice and display. The exhibition 
showcases two different, but inter-
connected strands of research 
activity: responding to old-master 
paintings in the National Galleries’ 
collections, UK-based fashion 
designers have created new works 
using high-quality materials such 
as lace; while renaissance art 
specialists have explored ideas about 
beauty and cosmetics.
Tel: 0131 624 6200; website: www.
nationalgalleries.org/portraitgallery

Adam de Colone painting of Margaret Graham, 

Lady Napier, died c.1626. Sister of 1st Marquess 

of Montrose and wife of 1st Lord Napier 1626. Oil 

on canvas 109.30 x 81cm. Left: Tailored Jacket by 

Mal Burkinshaw using Sophie Hallette Lace  

(Images: © Scottish National Portrait Gallery)

EXHIBITION
Beauty by Design: 
Fashioning the Renaissance

SPOTLIGHT
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EXHIBITION 
Indian Encounters: 
Perspectives of 18th 
& 19th-century India

A 
new exhibition, Indian Encounters, at the National 
Museum of Scotland, explores British-Indian 
relations during the 18th and 19th centuries 
through the lives of two men – Captain Archibald 
Swinton and Maharaja Duleep Singh, who had 

very different experiences of British rule in India.
Scotsman Archibald Swinton arrived in India in 1752, almost 100 

years before Duleep Singh, the last Maharaja of the Sikh Punjab, left 
his homeland for exile in Britain. The exhibition features items once 
belonging to these two men – intricate miniatures painted by artists 
working for the Murshidabad court in Bengal, and gold jewellery, 
set with gemstones and beautifully decorated with enamels, which 
was worn at the Sikh court in Lahore. Testimonies to the choices 
both men made within the con� nes of the historical circumstances, 
the miniatures recount Swinton’s diplomatic dealings with the ruling 
elite of Bengal, while the jewellery represents Duleep Singh’s loss of 
empire and all its treasures.

Archibald Swinton, the fourth son of John Swinton of that Ilk, 
trained as a surgeon in Edinburgh before he, aged twenty, travelled 
to India. Once there, he entered the service of the British East India 
Company, initially as an assistant surgeon in the navy. Later he 
obtained a commission in the army and took part in the Company’s 
battles with competing European trading nations and Indian rulers. 

In 1764 he participated in the battle at Buxar, fought between 
the East India Company’s forces which were led by Major Hector 
Munro, and the combined army of the Mughal Emperor, Shah 
Alam II, and the Nawabs of Bengal and Awadh. Afterwards, 
Swinton’s profound knowledge of Persian, the of� cial language 
spoken at the Mughal court, became crucial for the Company’s 
contacts with the Emperor. He was appointed as interpreter to 
Major Carnac to participate in the peace negotiations with Shah 
Alam II following the battle. The ‘Treaty of Allahabad’ as a result 
granted the Company the right to collect revenues in Bengal. With 
this treaty the East India Company, founded as a trading body, 
became an administrative power.

When Swinton returned to Britain in 1766, he was accompanied 
by a learned Muslim from Bengal, Itisam ad-Din, who later wrote 
a travelogue about his trip to Europe, including his experience in 
Scotland where he stayed at Swinton’s house in Edinburgh. This is 
the earliest known Indian account of European culture and society.

Continuously extending the territory under its control, the 
Company � nally annexed one of the richest and strategically most 
important provinces, the Sikh Punjab, following the Second Anglo-
Sikh War in 1849. The ten year old Maharaja Duleep Singh was 
deposed from his throne, appointed a guardian (John Login from 

Stromness in Orkney) and exiled � rst to Fatehgarh in northern India 
and in 1854 to Britain. 

For the � rst three years, Login leased Castle Menzies in 
Perthshire for the young Maharaja, who later bought an estate in 
Elveden, Suffolk. Expected to live the life of a British aristocrat, 
Duleep Singh gained a reputation as the fourth best shot 
in England.

Whilst still in India the Maharaja had been educated according 
to the ideals of Victorian society which included his conversion 
to Christianity. Later in life, he grew increasingly dissatis� ed with 
the loss of his position, reconverted to Sikhism and made a failed 
attempt to return to India. He died in Paris in 1893, his body, 
however, was brought back to England and he was given a Christian 
burial at Elveden Parish Church.

In recognition of Duleep Singh’s signi� cance to the Sikh 
community today, National Museums Scotland invited British artists 
The Singh Twins to create an artistic response to Duleep Singh’s 
jewellery in our collection. The result is the large format, miniature-
style painting Casualty of War: A Portrait of Maharaja Duleep Singh.

The painting (pictured above) which is displayed in the exhibition 
shows key moments in Duleep Singh’s life, � rst in pre-Partition India 
and later in Britain. Some of the jewellery pieces are represented 
in this artwork, highlighting their connection to one of the most 
important � gures of British-Sikh history. 

Friederike Voigt is Senior Curator, Middle East & South Asia, 
National Museums Scotland. Museums Scotland.

Until 1 March; National Museum of Scotland, 
Chambers Street, Edinburgh EH1 1JF ; 
tel: 0300 123 6789; website: www.nms.ac.uk

Part 2

Above: Bracelet of Jeypore 

enamel on gold, with 

dragon’s head terminals 

set with emeralds, 

diamonds and rubies. 

Indian, Rajputana, worn by 

Duleep Singh (© National 

Museums Scotland)

Right: Casualty of War A 
Portrait of Maharaja Duleep 
Singh (© The Singh Twins 

www.singhtwins.co.uk)

Friederike Voigt of National Museums Scotland introduces 
the Museum’s latest exhibition which focuses on two very 

different perceptions of British rule in India

Indian 
Encounters

DIARY DATES
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The most useful workhorse for Scottish 
ancestral research around the country is 
our network of local and national based 
archives. The National Records of Scotland 
in Edinburgh is Scotland’s national 
archive, and to discover what it holds 
there is an online catalogue available 
on its recently redeveloped website at 
www.nrscotland.gov.uk. Searches can 
be narrowed down by a word or phrase, 
a reference number for the holding of 
interest, and a date range. In addition the 
site also offers a series of online research 
guides from the home page, offering a 
basic insight into subjects from adoption 
to wills and testaments.

Although the NRS holds records from 
across the country, many local archives 
also operate independently. Some of their 
collections are catalogued on the NRS 
site, but a separate platform, the Scottish 
Archive Network (SCAN) also exists 
at www.scan.org.uk which catalogues 
holdings from about fifty institutions 
across the country. In addition to this, it 
hosts a series of useful research guides 

within its Knowledge 
Base; an old currency 
converter; a glossary 
of old Scots terms, and 
more. A Digital Archive is also included, 
accessible via the top menu, with holdings 
including emigration society records and 
various document examples from a range 
of subjects.

Not all archives or libraries have an 
online catalogue, and not all have made 
their collections accessible via SCAN. 
As such, it always pays to check the 
website of the archive covering your 
area of interest. The Scottish Council 
on Archives has an interactive map 
online offering details on where to find 
archives across the country, located at 
www.scottisharchives.org.uk/discover/
googlemap. Another website well worth 
bookmarking is that of the Scottish 
Records Association at scot.sh/HSSRA which 
provides a further list of archival holdings 
found in libraries, museums and other 
institutions across Scotland, the holdings of 
which are not included within SCAN.

Chris Paton holds a Postgraduate Diploma in 
Genealogical Studies and runs the Scotland’s 
Greatest Story ancestral research service 
(www.ScotlandsGreatestStory.co.uk), as 
well as the daily British GENES blog (www.
BritishGENES.blogspot.co.uk). He tutors 
family history courses, is the author of 
several family history books on Scottish and 
Irish genealogy, and has regularly lectured 
in Scotland and abroad in Canada, Australia 
and New Zealand.

Family historian and History Scotland 
regular Chris Paton looks at various 
Scottish archive tools available online

Spotlight on West Lothian History & Amenity Society

Your history online

Society members enjoy regular outings to places of historical interest 

Founded in 1964, West Lothian History & Amenity Society exists for the study of Scottish history 
and to foster an appreciation of historical buildings and sites, particularly those in West Lothian. 

From the society’s earliest days, when founder Basil Skinner established a preservation 
trust for Hopetoun House, society members have also advised local planning committees on 
alterations to listed buildings on conservation sites. 

The group meets monthly between September and May for talks on local history, with 
meetings held in selected venues throughout West Lothian. Forthcoming highlights include ‘The 
Italian Scots’ on 18 February in Acredale House, Mid Street, Bathgate and ‘Scots and the Union: 
New Perspectives (18 March) in Chalmer’s Hall, Linlithgow Bridge.

Membership is £10 adult/ £15 family/ £75 life member. 
For more information, e-mail: info@wlhas.org.uk 
website: www.armadale.org.uk/wlhas.htm
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Dr David Worthington, head of the Centre for History at 
the University of the Highlands & Islands, talks about 
how the UK’s newest university history department aims 
to bring Highlands & Islands history into the mainstream
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What makes the Centre for History 
different to history departments at other 
Scottish universities?
At ten years of age, we are still the newest 
university History department in Scotland and 
across the UK. The Centre has evolved and 
grown in that time while the University of the 
Highlands and Islands (UHI) has achieved 
university title. We have been proud to play our 
part in that. Another point of difference is that, 
as regards our undergraduate programmes 
involving Scottish History and History, these 
are available to students living across the north 
and west of Scotland, using video-conferencing 
and other forms of technology. 

Are students are becoming more interested 
in Highlands and Islands history?
We have an opportunity to bring Highlands 
and Islands history into the mainstream, by 
providing the rigorous training in methods and 
approaches you would expect from any History 
masters while drawing fully on the rich history 
of the communities we live in. At least in the 
Gaelic-speaking areas, we need to consider the 
resonance of history as expressed through, for 
example, dùthchas (‘heritable trusteeship’) or 
the role of the seannachie (‘tradition-bearer’). 
It is not a history that is ‘owned’ solely by 
academic historians, and it is also a contested 
history, which all the best ones are. 

So, our focus at masters level on the 
Highlands and Islands should allow us to 
make an incisive contribution to numerous 
still poorly-researched 
areas, as well as to 
discussions about the 
nature of historians’ 
sources, whether at a 
local, regional, national or 
international level. As to whether that interest 
has always been there, we might never know, 
since there was not a programme dedicated 
solely to Highlands and Islands history 
available until we launched our � rst M(Litt) 
back in 2011. Certainly, it was possible 
to study some very high quality Highland 
history elsewhere prior to that, and still is. 
However, we developed our masters for quite 
different reasons. 

What made you decide to develop an 
entirely online M(Litt) study programme?
We were determined to create a programme that 
considered the diaspora as integral rather than 
as an ‘added extra’. Given the disproportionate 

scale of outward migration from the Highlands 
and Islands and the numbers of people from, 
say, Poland, to North America or Australasia, 
who recognise and value that connection, it 
would have been quite wrong to ignore it. On 
top of that, we knew that an online programme 
would cater better for the needs of our potential 
students, both locally and globally, and could 
allow for the creation of a pathway linking an 
undergraduate quali� cation with, potentially, a 
research degree. 

How extensive are the links between the 
Centre for History and the local community? 
They are strong, given the amount of time 
we have in our diaries that is not � lled with 
teaching, researching and administering. We 
have found it very fruitful to link up with the 
many brilliant history societies, museums and 
other groups there are in the region, and, where 
possible, to support the incredible archives that, 
in many cases, they have built up. This side of 
the job is also really good fun.

How important are your links with 
overseas students?
Very important. Our recent Carnegie Trust-
backed ‘Strathnaver Conference’ attracted 
fourteen of our masters students or alumni, 
including some from Canada, Kenya, Australia 
and Romania. It was wonderful to introduce 
them all to each other, after, in some cases, 
several years of online-only interaction. 

How would you like the Centre for History 
to develop over the next five years?
We need to continue to develop and 
strengthen our research further alongside 
that, to be very ambitious in terms of our 
publication targets and their international 
reach, and also to make sure we are using 
our research � ndings, as well as our strengths 
in community and public engagement, to 
ensure our teaching is always exciting and 
interesting. As a university, we need to retain 
and ensure into the future our commitment 
to, and in� uence on, the region.

Find out more about the university at 
the website: http://scot.sh/hsxuhi

We have found it very fruitful to link 
up with the many brilliant history 

societies, museums and other groups
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Welcome  to your bonus content – chapter two of Noble Houses of Scotland by 
Charles Wemyss, published by Prestel Publishing

In the book, architectural historian Charles Wemyss investigates the aspirations of 
the Scottish nobility and explores the underlying reasons for such a multitude of 
castles: Scotland’s close cultural relationship with France and northern Europe, 
the military origins of the nobility and the vital role of the Scottish Treasury. 

The book also profiles the country’s leading architects: William Bruce, James 
Smith, William Adam and his celebrated sons, John, Robert, and James.

Noble Houses of Scotland
Charles Wemyss

The Noble Houses of Scotland by Charles Wemyss  
is published by Prestel Publishing at £45: 

Click here to purchase a copy



Chapter 2: The Vital Role of the Scottish Treasury 

Given Scotland’s geographical isolation, its faltering economy and the lack of a royal court to provide 
cultural stimulation, it is a wonder that there were any country-house construction projects at all 
during the seventeenth century. Yet, the country enjoyed two significant ‘rebuildings’: one that took 
place in the years leading up to the outbreak of the Civil War and another that followed the restoration 
of King Charles II in 1660. So how did the Scots manage to overcome these serious natural 
limitations? It should come as no surprise, given that the same pattern was repeated all over Europe, 
that a high proportion of the building works were commissioned by government officials who were 
responsible for the administration of the royal revenues. The great English prodigy houses of the early 
seventeenth century had likewise been financed from the proceeds of treasury office, as King James I 
had acknowledged when he described Audley End as, ‘too large for a King, but it might do for a Lord 
Treasurer’. 
The spectacular chateaux of Maisons and Vaux-le-Vicomte in France had been funded from the office 
of Surintendant des Finances. In Scotland, however, not only did the officers of the treasury prove 
to be the most prolific builders, but their houses were of the most innovative design and were almost 
invariably contrived by the architect who held the post of the King’s Master of Works. The reason for 
this distinctive pattern lay in the official duties of the Scottish Treasury. Although they were primarily 
responsible for the collection and disposal of every penny of the king’s revenues, the officers of the 
Treasury were also charged with the responsibility of maintaining the king’s palaces in Scotland and 
appointing the king’s master of works. In consequence, this small tight-knit group had access to both 
the funds and the expertise with which to indulge in their own country-house building projects, and 
there was no better example of such a clique than the officials of the Treasury Commission that was 
established by the Earl of Lauderdale in 1668, in his efforts to achieve the complete domination of 
Scottish politics. 

Ever since the king’s departure in 1603, anyone who had sought to control the management of 
Scottish affairs had been faced with the logistical problem of implementing the country’s routine 
administration without losing their influence at court. In the reign of King James I (VI of Scotland), 
the Earl of Dunbar had elected to remain in London in close proximity to the king, making only 
infrequent journeys to Scotland, while the Earl of Dunfermline had chosen to reside in Edinburgh and 
rely upon the influence of his confidants at court. A similar pattern evolved during the reign of King 
Charles I, when the Duke of Hamilton and the Earls of Stirling and Nithsdale remained steadfastly at 
court, visiting Scotland only on official business. 
The same dilemma faced the Earl of Lauderdale in the reign of King Charles II. In the immediate 
aftermath of the Restoration, there were three officers of state who possessed the ear of the king: the 
Earl of Middleton, the King’s Commissioner, the Earl of Rothes, President of the Privy Council and 
Lauderdale himself, who was Secretary of State. If he was to achieve outright control of Scottish 
affairs, Lauderdale would have to discredit his two principal rivals and he did this by taking up 
permanent residence at court where he established a close, personal relationship with the king.
It was not until 1667, when he finally secured the office of King’s Commissioner that Lauderdale felt 
sufficiently secure to visit Scotland for the opening of Parliament; but even then he still retained his 
principal residence in London. As a result, he was forced to rely for the country’s routine management 
upon a group of trusted supporters in Edinburgh whom he appointed to the newly-formed Treasury 
Commission. Although the treasury was responsible for the management of the royal revenues, 
its officials also benefitted from a string of lucrative sinecures. Every commissioner received a 
significant annual salary: the Lord Treasurer Depute, as executive director, was paid £666 sterling and 
the other commissioners, £500 each. However, it was the rich ‘gifts’, like the sale of prize wrecks, the 
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gift of seizures, the monopoly of salt and the collection of customs that generated the greatest returns. In 1669, 
the Earl of Rothes was awarded £2500 sterling in compensation for the wardship of the Duchess of Buccleuch 
and Lord Hatton was granted the arrears on two years of excise duty as a one-off gift. In short, the treasury acted 
as a form of bank for the benefit of its members, allowing them to indulge in costly building works while the 
economy staggered from one crisis to the next.
Despite its official duties, the treasury commission was in effect a political faction, which was formed by the 
Earl of Lauderdale to reward his supporters in Scotland. To ensure that they would remain loyal, he selected 
many of the commissioners from his own family: Lord Hatton was his youngest brother, the Earl of Tweeddale 
was his first cousin, the Earl of Moray was his nephew and the Earl of Argyll was married to his niece. Others 
were chosen for their business acumen: the Earls of Dundonald, Strathmore and Queensberry had successfully 
reorganised their own or their patrons’ estates and the Earl of Kincardine owned the largest salt enterprise in 
Scotland. The great majority of the commissioners were, therefore, members of the Scottish peerage who had 
inherited their families’ estates, many of which had been granted by royal charter as early as the fourteenth 
century. 
In contrast, the executive of the treasury was composed of numerate ‘men of affairs’: Sir Thomas Moncreiffe, 
Clerk of the Exchequer, Sir William Sharp, the King’s Cash Keeper, Sir Andrew Ramsay, Provost of Edinburgh 
and Sir William Bruce, Principal Collector of Customs. Each member of the executive employed his new-found 
wealth in acquiring a landed estate. There was, therefore, within the ranks of the treasury a clear distinction, 
similar to that of the French nobility, between those who had inherited their estates, the noblesse d’epee, and 
those who had recently acquired them, the noblesse de robe.

© Charles Wemyss: Noble Houses of Scotland, Prestel, November 2014, £45
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