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The Chairman’s Column
I’m not a great reader of fiction, as there’s enough of that in the media on a daily 

basis. However, I enjoy histories and biographies, and my current bedtime reading is a 
biography of Harold Wilson. To those of us of a certain age, his name evokes a range 
of memories; for the under-40s, he was a Labour Prime Minister from 1964-1970 and 
again from 1974 to 1976 – a lifetime away. His predecessor as Prime Minister was the 
Conservative Sir Alec Douglas-Home who, to allow himself to become an MP and thus to 
move into 10 Downing Street, had to renounce his peerage. In a sound bite of the period, 
Harold Wilson made a disparaging comment about the 14th Earl of Home (for it was he), 
to which the landed gent replied “Well, I suppose you must be the 14th Mr Wilson”.

In reality, we must all be at least the 14th generation of our lineage and many of us have 
been able to research our family tree towards and even beyond that level. Towards the 
end of last year, I was delighted to welcome the birth of my first grandchild, and so Harris 
David Mackenzie becomes the first of the next generation of our family, and, without 
doubt, the 14th Mr Mackenzie. 

The hardy regulars who were able to attend the last two monthly meetings discovered 
that they were being held in the much smaller Wedding Suite. It was agreed by all that 
this move has been a great success. The speaker is now located closer to the audience 
and the much lower ceiling has virtually eliminated the problem in hearing what he/she 
is saying. As a result of this experiment it has been decided to hold all future talks in 
the smaller room. May I suggest that any members who had stopped coming to our 
meetings because of the problem with the acoustics should come back and see how 
much better the environment is now.

Apart from our own meetings, which are publicised on our website, may I draw your 
attention to the next SAFHS Conference, due to take place at New Lanark on 23rd April 
2016 and hosted by Lanarkshire FHS. The theme is ‘Heritage along the Clyde’ so this 
should be of wide interest. And if any of you haven’t been to New Lanark itself, it is a 
place of great heritage and beauty.

We have yet another new volunteer, Donald MacDonald. This has resulted in someone 
from the Society being available on Monday, Tuesday, Wednesday and Thursday 
mornings. Things are a bit quiet from time to time so perhaps some of our members 
should take advantage of having another member available to help them and come and 
see what is available at the centre.

With reference to our website, we are still looking for someone to be our webmaster, so 
please give this consideration, and we will be pleased to hear from you.

And now, back to reading about the 1970’s and the political machinations of the time. 
Some things never change!
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From Ness to Nile 
- John Cameron 

It is a truism that offspring generally assume that 
they know their parents’ past lives intimately, yet 
their knowledge is frequently patchy, and curiosity 
often aroused too late to be satisfied. Embarking 
on a quest, forty years after John’s death, to put 
more flesh on the bare bones of his working life, the 
author realised - belatedly - that filling gaps would 
be challenging. Potential information sources 
immediately to hand were few: one or two inherited 
artefacts and documents, some unlabelled 
photographs (‘snaps’) of unknown locations, and 
fading memories of his father’s own oral testimony. 
John had been a ready raconteur, but instinctively 
self-effacing, his recollections of Africa dwelt on 
wildlife, not on his own career. 

Even the author’s visit to Middle Egypt during 
a brief politically tranquil interlude three years 
ago had necessitated an armed escort, so any 
attempt to access archival records, even if extant, 
in the impoverished, more unstable, present-day 
Sudan appeared courageous, probably imprudent. 
Happily however, the University of Durham’s 
Sudan Archive, initiated by one of John’s former 
colleagues, Richard Hill, proved to be a partial 
substitute. Fortuitously too, on John’s death in 
1969, a tiny cache of papers relating to his work 
and travels, including critically all his passports, had 
been deposited by his widow at Durham (though 
their precise contents were unknown). Combined 

. . . a Highland railwayman in the Sudan, 1920-41
By Kenneth J Cameron

Could the author realistically 
expect to learn anything new 
about the career of his late 
father nearly half a century 
after his death at the age of 
eighty? After all, they had 
shared the same roof for 
twenty-three years.  It was 
known that John Cameron 
(1888-1969), a native of 
Inverness, had pursued a 
successful railway career 
in the Sudan spanning the 
inter-war period, had been 
decorated by the Crown for 
his work, and had travelled 
widely, during which he 
had even exchanged cigars 
with an exiled king of Spain, 
Alfonso XIII. What more was 
there to learn?

John Cameron on platform, Atbara Station, 1930s
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with information from colonial state papers, obituaries, 
and other sources in Scotland, the Archive and family 
memorabilia, as detailed in the attached references, 
enabled the following reconstruction of John Cameron’s 
railway career. 

 On 16 October 1902 two young brothers, aged 13 
and 14, passed the Highland Railway’s entrance exam 

in Inverness. A month later, the elder started as apprentice clerk at Inverness Goods Station,1 
launching a career that would take John Cameron from the river Ness to the river Nile, from 
the rail hub of the Highlands ultimately to Africa’s ‘railway town’, Atbara. For youths with 
sound basic education to standard VI, the dominant local employer offered prospects, 
but the brothers’ interest in railway posts was recent. Previously, John planned to join an 
uncle’s grocery business in Chile, until a family spat closed that door. Their applications were 
prompted primarily by the sudden death, four weeks earlier, of their father, William Cameron 
(1855-1902), keeper of Inverness Castle and bar officer at the sheriff court. This cost the 
family its main income and shortly its Castle accommodation, where William’s offspring had 
all been born and raised. 2  

Highland Railway salaries were modest:3 John’s initial three-year contract gave £20 in the 
first year, £25 in the second, and finally £30. This afforded some relief nonetheless, though his 
widowed mother had to stand surety for £50 should John fail to fulfil contractual obligations 
through unsatisfactory performance. Fortunately, annotating the same document on 28 April 
1909, the company’s general manager noted that John Cameron had ‘always … conducted 
himself to the entire satisfaction of his employers’.4 Housing became available at the castle 
lodge, where his mother became lodge keeper. John could now indulge extramural passions - 
football and athletics - winning medals in both, and playing for Clachnacuddin in the Highland 
League. 

His railway career progressed apace through various departments in the Goods Office: 
assistant cashier by 1910, two years later he was chief invoicing clerk at Inverness. Still 
giving ‘entire satisfaction’ in 1912 the company’s traffic manager, T. McEwan, detected 
‘considerable promise’, temperance, intelligence and ‘strict integrity’, adding that, when a 
cashier, his balances were kept ‘in a very correct manner’ 5  

This assessment was prompted by a request for a reference. In 1907 John’s elder brother 
had become private secretary to the resident engineer of the Aswan Dam in Egypt, Inverness-
born Murdoch MacDonald (coincidentally a former HR employee and later MP for Inverness).  
Legally under Ottoman suzerainty, Egypt had actually been a British ‘veiled protectorate’ since 
1882. Tom’s audaciously successful career move, reinforced by a regular despatch of alluring 

Young Highland Railway clerk, 
the Islands, Inverness, c. 1910

John Cameron with trolley car, Sudan, c. 1930
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postcards of the Nile, presumably nurtured John’s ambition to seek similar opportunities. If 
Egypt appeared unpromising for a railwayman, immediately south of Aswan lay the recently-
conquered former Mahdist state of Sudan: notionally a British-Egyptian Condominium, 
actually under British administration, but still politically volatile. 

John first applied unsuccessfully for a post there, as a traffic clerk, in 1910, whilst still 
assistant cashier in Inverness. Two years later, despite greater experience and McEwen’s 
effusive endorsement, he tried and failed again. Frustrated by two rejections, aware 
administrative and financial skills were transferable, and perhaps enticed by additional 
remuneration, he switched career horses, leaving the HR in late 1912 to join the Inverness 
cabinet-maker and upholsterer, Fraser & Co. Two years later, regretting the move, he sought 
a return to ‘the railway clerical office where he had previously been employed’.6 

Whether he actually rejoined the Highland Railway is unknown, but his civilian role throughout 
World War I undoubtedly reflected reserve capacity status through rail employment. As 
divorce papers in Register House relating to his first marriage revealed, he was recruited by 
the Caledonian Railway, serving at Alyth and Bridge of Allan in the years up to 1920. The first 
posting probably dated from 1914-15, but the paucity of Caledonian Railway staff records 
renders precise dating impossible. Undoubtedly however, the larger company considerably 
augmented his practical experience.

Following World War I, rail expansion resumed in the Sudan, with significant recruitment of 
experienced civilian railwaymen. Although his brother had left Egypt in 1913, John’s interest 
in the Sudan remained. In 1920 he made a third application, more ambitiously seeking 
appointment this time as a traffic inspector: it proved successful. Travelling from Liverpool by 
steamship and rail he arrived at Aswan on the Nile, where a steamer transported him across 
the border via Lake Aswan (now Lake Nasser) to Wadi Halfa. An introduction to the arid reality 
of the Sudan followed, as the railway southwards crossed the featureless Nubian Desert, 
where stations, lacking names and settlements, were simply numbered one to ten. On 19 
July 1920 he reported for duty at Atbara,7 which had replaced Halfa fifteen years earlier as 
headquarters of the SGR (Sudan Government Railways).

Following earlier aborted Egyptian attempts, the Royal Engineers had constructed the first 
significant Sudanese railway, from Wadi Halfa to Atbara, in 1897-98, to support Kitchener’s 
invasion. Officially the SGMR (Sudan Government Military Railways) dropped the adjective 
‘military’ to become the SGR in 1902. Civilian recruitment began then, but military or naval 
personnel occupied many senior posts until 1925. The network was extended to Khartoum 
early and reached the Red Sea by 1906. Further expansion to exploit the country’s economic 
potential for cotton continued in the mid-1920s, including a line to Kassala. By 1930 it 
extended to 1,900 miles. 

John Cameron beside his personal saloon, c. 1930    
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Under a general manager and central office, the SGR comprised major divisions. For 
day-to-day performance, the traffic division, responsible for management, organisation and 
scheduling of trains, was arguably most critical. When John Cameron retired in 1941, its 
nationwide workforce was 4,545, including train crews of engine drivers, firemen, guards, 
conductors, ticket collectors, and brakemen; stationmasters, who supervised traffic, ticketing, 
and other paperwork; and signalmen, switchmen, and others. John’s career was pursued 
within this division, deploying knowledge and experience gained in northern Scotland 
in a country where climate and terrain appeared markedly different. Yet, many aspects of 
Highland Railway operations – unique in Britain – provided transferable relevant experience 
for Sudanese conditions, where single-line track working was normal, demanding elevations 
prevalent, and sand and wash-outs obstructed tracks as effectively and frequently as snow 
and melt-water. Likewise, goods traffic preponderated – cotton, not fish – whilst the Sudan 
Government, heavily dependent on rail revenues, corresponded to HR shareholders. The 
scale differed however: the SGR had four times the Highland Railway’s track length, making 
it the second largest rail system in Africa.8   

John’s initial contract, as district traffic inspector at Wad Medani, lasted twelve months. 
Recognising risks for both employer and employee, it allowed for repatriation in the event of 
dismissal or discharge arising from either unsatisfactory performance or illness.9 The clause 
proved redundant; indeed, within three years a particularly challenging responsibility was 
entrusted to him. In December 1922 construction of a two-mile long dam commenced on 
the Blue Nile at Sennar, south-east of Khartoum. By raising the river level upstream by 40-
45 metres, water could be utilised to irrigate the Gezira Plain between the Blue and White 
Niles for cotton production and to provide the country’s main source of hydro-electric power. 
The project was monumental in terms of timescale for construction, labour force (8,000 
Sudanese navvies, 70 British engineers), and materials. Lacking usable roads, a steady 
supply of materials for uninterrupted construction depended on railways. John was tasked 
with installing and supervising a shuttle service of ‘stone’ trains from quarries at Gabels Moya 
and Segadi to feed cement works at Makwar (Sennar). Efficient supply was mission critical, 
since the 128-foot high dam would eventually consume 525,000 cubic yards of masonry. 
Each day six 600-ton train-loads of stone were required from the quarries 25 miles away, to 
allow 1,000 cubic metres to be added daily to the dam and its associated irrigation works. 
The Sudan Governor-General’s annual reports for 1924 and 1925 underlined the scale of 
extraordinary effort required. In 1924 dam rail traffic amounted to 363,451 tons, nearly equal 
to all remaining goods traffic throughout the entire country (377,174 tons). In the first half 
of 1925, when the project was in its final stages, local rail transport of stone and water in 
connection with it dropped to 89,946 tons. 

Completion slightly ahead of the contracted date of 30 June 1925 permitted an extra 
cash cotton crop to be planted in the newly-irrigated Gezira Plain, an important financial 
bonus for the Sudan Government and its railways.10 Dam rail traffic had been maintained in 
1924 despite widespread violent disturbances in the still volatile country. An obituarist later 
observed: ‘that he (John) satisfied that human dynamo, Jack (later Sir Jack) Gibson, the 
agent for the dam contractors, is something to be proud of!’11 It was actually miraculous, 
since Gibson had a reputation for bellicosity and reluctance to co-operate even in restraining 
mal-treatment of railway trucks by his own Sudanese labourers, a cause of wear and tear to 
rolling stock, rendering damaged trucks prone to derailment, and thus imperilling the traffic 
division’s maintenance of dam deliveries.12 Pearson & Son, the contractors, understandably 
pleased with the project’s success, commissioned a small number of commemorative bronze 
paperweights for individuals, including John Cameron, who had made critical contributions. 
Now in the author’s possession, this records statistically in metal the scale of the undertaking.

Quarterly lists of senior Sudan Government employees, available digitally through the 
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Sudan Archive website, allowed John’s sequential postings to be 
identified. After eight years at Wad Medani, in 1912-32 he suddenly 
became peripatetic. Still a district traffic inspector, he was posted to 
Atbara, Wad Medani again (twice), Khartoum Central, and Gedaref, 
before returning to Atbara,13 his knowledge of the Sudan considerably 
widened.  Surviving photographs illustrated his use of two distinct forms 
of transport providing mobility over such vast territories. For distant 
locations, a personal ‘service saloon’ (a railway carriage combining 
mobile office with residential accommodation for himself and servants) 
was at his disposal. Hitched to regular trains, it was berthed in sidings 
as required. On local journeys, a ‘trolley car’ (an ‘open’ car on rails, 
able to stop anywhere), sufficed. Its flexibility had dangers however: 
a colleague’s comfort break was once unexpectedly extended, when 
an emerging lion suddenly prevented his return to the car, prompting 
a prudent, but painfully hot refuge in a thorn tree. Big cats were a less 

frequent menace than venomous snakes however; these populated gardens, bungalows, 
toilets and station roofs. Pest control in Highland station verandas never entailed staff 
using serrated assegais! Most deadly reptiles were small, but walking to his house one dark 
night, John felt wriggling under his foot - and jumped quickly. A wounded, deadly snake, 
subsequently killed – very carefully - by his cook, was six feet long, when draped over the 
garden fence. Oral testimony has a role in bringing the past to life. 

In 1929, during his ‘peripatetic phase’, John was assigned to compile a companion 
volume to the railway’s General Rule Book and the Working Time Table. This task was to 
be undertaken jointly with a new, young assistant in the general manager’s office, Richard 
Hill, an Oxford graduate, who had served briefly on an English provincial railway. After some 
years in the SGR, Hill would later return to academe, deploying his passion for Arabic and 
Sudanese history in a distinguished scholarly career over three continents, establishing 
Durham University’s Sudan Archive, and writing the seminal account of Sudanese transport. 
Their immediate task was to produce documentation modelled on a Great Western Railway 
publication familiar to Hill. A Working Timetable would be issued in English only, but a General 
Rule Book (or ‘Traffic Bible’) would also have an Arabic translation. Since a strict rulebook 
and accurate timetabling underpinned efficiency and safety in all railways, the commission 
was significant. 

Despite appearances, 
not a big game hunter 
– rather fancy dress for 
a function at the Atbara 
Club, late 1930s

John Cameron (centre) with his senior staff and office clerks, Traffic Division, Atbara, c. 1940.
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During winter 1929-30 the two men travelled together 
throughout the country, later documented by Hill in retrospective 
diaries that he deposited at Durham.  Each had his own service 
saloon: 

‘…marshalled together on trains which took us over the 
entire system from Wadi Halfa to Kassala, from Port Sudan to 
El Obeid. As engineering department records of sidings were 
occasionally incorrect we measured practically every siding 
with a marked cord…This was my first chance of seeing the 
entire railway system. John Cameron and I stopped where 
we liked, had our service cars shunted off trains and checked 
into sidings in many village stations. We talked to many station 
masters…’

After fieldwork, the duo collated the data and despatched a 
250-page long Appendix to the General Rule Book and Working 
Time Table to the Sudan Government printer in London. Proof-
checked by Hill whilst on leave, it returned to Atbara in autumn 
1930.

The task was professionally executed, but latent tensions reflected contrasting backgrounds 
and outlooks. With a quarter century’s practical experience gained incrementally from the 
bottom rung, John privately questioned imperial recruitment modes based on parachuting 
Oxbridge graduates with limited practical experience (following fast-track training) into 
senior administration. In turn, Hill, shocked even by his own Arabic limitations when 
conversing with native speakers, was later positively scathing about John’s linguistic efforts, 
stigmatising these as ungrammatical, even ‘illiterate’, and averring that he spoke ‘pidgin Arabic 
like all his kind’.14 John had in fact passed the Sudan Government’s elementary Arabic exam, 
deemed adequate for the daily functions of ‘technical’ staff, including railwaymen, but it was 
notoriously undemanding. Though the scholarly Hill was critical, ironically another English 
colleague noted enviously that John’s Arabic ‘gained authenticity from his Scottish accent’.15  
Fortunately, tensions remained suppressed during the project, and practical experience and 
literary abilities were successfully married. Combining perception with generosity, Hill would 
later recall: ‘the stuffing was his, the trimmings mine’.16  Sadly, when the new rulebook arrived 
in 1930, the project’s fickle initiator had lost interest. It was never officially issued to staff, 
though, Hill noted, his colleagues used it ‘unofficially’!

John Cameron’s management style won greater plaudits from Hill, who recorded that 
he was ‘a capable disciplinarian, the authentic sergeant major in civilian clothes’.17 Given 
Sudanese reputation for indolence - understandable in searing heat – firm management 

Bronze paper weight commemorating the completion of the Sennar Dam 
and Gezira Plain Irrigation Project, c. 1925

Order of the Nile 
awarded to John 
Cameron, 1934
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was unavoidable, but John’s repertoire of management skills was actually wider and more 
sensitive. Whilst conceding John ‘would stand no nonsense’, his obituarist observed that he 
was:

‘… first class in his profession – easy to get on with, and tireless in his efforts. The native 
staff liked him as they recognized at once that he knew his job …, and was absolutely fair. At 
his sternest or angriest, there was always a twinkle lurking.  His colleagues found his degree 
of co-operation and utter reliability a comfort’.

In particular, he noted, as ‘a practical railwayman’ John had been ‘of immense value in 
the training of the Sudanese staff, as he was always out on the line, moving amongst them, 
understanding their ways and their problems.’18  The latter included requests for advice 
on divorcing ‘redundant’ wives; John side-stepped these, his Scottish rail training had not 
encompassed marriage counselling. Effectiveness and hands-on application nonetheless 
ensured his retention in the 1930-32 depression, when Sudanese cotton revenues collapsed, 
obliging the SGR to shed one-third of its British personnel.19 Extended Sudanisation of lower 
and middle grades for financial reasons, made competence in training native staff even more 
critical.

Recessions generate opportunities for able survivors. In October 1933 John was 
promoted to district traffic manager at Atbara. As the centre for rolling stock production 
and maintenance, its 1926 population of 2,750 had mushroomed (reaching over 30,000 by 
1945). Unlike all other district managers (numbers oscillated between 3 and 5), John lived and 
worked at the railway’s administrative hub. The general manager and national officials were 
neighbours, not just colleagues. Atbara’s layout was colonial, with strict segregation. From 
1927-28 British railway officials occupied a cantonment fronting the Nile covering about three 
streets. Comprising brick and concrete bungalows with generous gardens, it was irreverently 
called ‘rabbit hutch row’.20 Reputedly, only Sudanese servants and gardeners could enter the 
cantonment. This distinctive district, with gardens, tennis courts, and clubs, still stands out on 
satellite mapping, approximately half-a-mile from the railway station, offices, and workshops. 
Facilities were basic: piped water and electricity arrived only in the 1930s, whilst a bucket 
system for sewage continued till the 1950s. Dirt tracks were ubiquitous: the general manager 
alone had a car, others walked or used animal transport. Photographs reveal that John rode 
horses and camels, not just trains. 

Unlike colonies with more equable climates, the Sudan attracted European migrant 
workers, not settlers. Social life was constrained, centring on clubs, visits, tea and fancy dress 
parties, tennis, golf, and veranda pastimes like table tennis. Working literally by ‘the sweat 
of one’s brow’ (John’s recurrent phrase) meant that, in pursuing careers and remuneration, 
conditions were endured, not enjoyed.  Leave provided essential periodic respite. Initially 
John returned to Scotland biennially, later annually. The ‘fast’ route took approximately six 
days to reach Britain: rail through Egypt, sea passage to southern Europe, then rail to the 
Channel. Opportunities to visit tourist destinations en route, from Athens to Budapest, were 
seized, but encounters with 1930s European fascism were unavoidable. An overnight sojourn 
in Cologne in 1934 coincided with the critical plebiscite, confirming Hitler as president and 
chancellor of Germany; lorry-loads of intimidating storm-troopers controlled the city’s streets. 
Surviving passports and photographs, assiduously investigated with the aid of the internet, 
guide books, and frequently in person, permitted John’s homeward-bound itineraries to be 
identified. Many of his European staging posts, like Budapest’s Fishermen’s Bastion, had 
changed little over eighty years, despite World War II and the passage of time.

Overland rail travel to Scotland invariably included France. Once John’s overnight sleeper 
suddenly halted in the French countryside. When curiosity induced him to open a window to 
ascertain the cause, the cool evening air provoked his habitual affliction, violent sneezing: 
his dentures took flight into the dark night. Contravening SNCR rules, John descended to 
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the grassy embankment, and exhausted a complete box of matches vainly attempting to 
find them.  As the train prepared to depart, he hurriedly re-boarded, abandoning the search 
and bequeathing his dentures to the French countryside. Embarrassing for a railwayman, he 
readily admitted, but appealing to a self-deprecating sense of humour! 

In 1934 John was awarded the Order of the Nile, notionally by King Fuad of Egypt. In reality, 
the British Governor-General, with advice, used the decoration to reward and motivate senior 
officials. Throughout all branches of Sudanese government, including the railways, 29% of 
senior officials in 1934 were holders, but in the railways awards were rare: confined to only 
14% or eleven officials, including John.21 The designation ‘N’ followed recipients’ names in 
Sudan Government staff lists, but the required royal licence for a British subject -  signed by 
King George V at Balmoral on 27 September 1934 - explicitly debarred assumption of the title 
of Knight Bachelor ! This document, in English and Arabic, survives in the family’s possession.

Mussolini joined the Axis in 1940. Subsequently air raids on Atbara caused track damage,22 

whilst Italian ground forces invaded Kassala, briefly cutting the Haiya-Sennar railway. By 
January 1941 Allied forces ejected them, aided significantly by the SGR, which extended 
and modified railway track and sidings to facilitate troop and vehicle movements. Atbara’s 
workshops converted ordinary rolling stock for military purposes: as hospital trains, water 
tank wagons, and tank-carrying rolling stock. Allied forces were transported to the Eritrean 
and western Ethiopian fronts by rail or steamer: 78,000 troops, 5,000 motor vehicles, and 
80,000 tons of military store, without a single fatal accident.23 John’s personal contribution 
to the war effort had dual aspects. As Atbara district traffic manager, he was heavily involved 
in planning consequential, complicated train movements, which made significant demands 
on limited staff, track and rolling stock. But the railway’s effective response was facilitated 
more, as noted by the national traffic manager, by John’s earlier patient building up of staff 
and organisation over years.24   

In 1941, by now fifty-three, with an elderly mother in Scotland, and direct visits home 
terminated by Axis advances in North Africa, John decided to retire. The Khartoum-based, 
Arab newspaper, El Nil, profiled his achievements, highlighting transport of war materials and 
stores through Atbara in connection with the Allies’ Abyssinian campaign, earlier transport 
for the Gezira Cotton Plantation Syndicate, and the Sennar Dam project. It also affirmed 
successful personnel management due to his ‘well-known’ personal qualities of candour, 
firmness of character, and loyalty in his services.25 A Sudanese committee - self-styled the 
‘Sincere Friends of Mr Cameron’, comprising thirty-two Atbara District Office staff clerks and 
senior outdoor staff , planned a farewell tea party. Cancelled due to war-time exigencies, 
earmarked provisions were diverted to a Ladies Committee serving Allied troops passing 
through Atbara station. Instead, John held a modest garden reception for a few Sudanese and 
British managers, whilst his most senior Sudanese officials presented him with an inscribed 
silver cigarette box of native filigree work, encased in a wooden box surmounted by the crest 
of the SGR. A month later John left the Sudan for good on a circuitous, two year long journey 
home. Travelling south via Juba and Dar-es-Salaam to Cape Town, he eventually secured 
a passage via Brazil to New York, crossing the U-boat-infested North Atlantic by convoy. 
Reaching Scotland, he lived in Perth until his death.

In 1941, at John’s retirement, over 97% of the 4,600 staff of the traffic division throughout 
the country were Sudanese, including all trains staff, stationmasters, and station staff, and 
three senior inspectors; only 47 were British, but.26 Literacy was crucial for rail employees, so 
educational levels in Atbara, where 90% were SGR employees and dependents, was high. In 
1941 El Nil had inter alia applauded John’s ‘appreciation of the competent and faithful staff 
working under him’ 27 – acknowledging mutual respect, but also mirroring new Sudanese 
self-assurance. Four years later a Sudan Railway Workers’ Union emerged, which launched 
strikes and played a leading role in the independence struggle. 28 Technically educated 
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Sudanese railwaymen would provide the phalanx of a modern, non-tribal nationalism, strongly 
supported in Atbara. Like most Victorians John believed firmly in the Empire’s permanence. 
Paradoxically, by up-skilling Sudanese to administer their own railways - in accordance 
with British official policy - he (with others) also helped to lay foundations for self-rule: an 
unforeseen, unintended aspect of ‘technology transfer’ from the Highlands to the Sudan.

Investigating John Cameron’s career threw up several lessons. First, even in challenging 
genealogical territory, alternative sources (such as the Sudan Archive) frequently exist. 
Secondly, identifying relevant background historical context through secondary accounts is 
critical to appraisal. Thirdly, impartiality in evaluating third-party comments critical of next of 
kin may be difficult, but striving to retain objectivity remains indispensable: the goal remains 
biography, not hagiography. Inevitably, some gaps remained – if only Clachnacuddin’s early 
minute books had survived and Caledonian personnel files! Alas too, answers threw up 
new questions! In the end however, understanding of John Cameron’s career was greatly 
augmented, and the author’s respect for his father’s achievements correspondingly enhanced. 
These alone repaid the research effort handsomely. 
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John Durham’s article “Don’t accept 
everything you read without checking it” in 
the latest edition of Highland bears out my 
personal experience of using information 
found in the OPR.  I have learned that the 
online version of a record is not necessarily 
complete and that after a basic search has 
been conducted, it is necessary to go the 
hand-written original to see if it contains 
any additional information that might be 
relevant to your search. The reason for 
this is that, in the case of birth records, 
when the LDS digitized the OPR they used 
a template that allowed only for the name 

and sex of the child, the date of birth or baptism, parents’ names, and the name of the 
parish. No provision was made for any other additional notes which might be relevant to 
genealogical research, such as where the parents were living at the time or who else attended 
the ceremony.  All of this material can only be found in the original documents.  These of 
course are available on a page-by-page basis from Scotland’s People, or they can be viewed 
on microfilm at any LDS Family History Centre who will order the relevant roll for you.

The earliest of my ancestors who came to Nova Scotia from Scotland was Alpin Grant. 
The fact that he had such an unusual name turned out to be a crucial element in my search 
because it enabled me to find out much more about him than would otherwise have been the 
case. At the outset, one of the first things I did was to check the online OPR at Scotland’s 
People for anyone with that name and I used the parameters “any parish, any parent, born 
between 1725 and 1750.”  To my surprise I found that there were four—and only four—entries 
for the births of any Alpin Grant in the whole of Scotland, and that all these births occurred 
in Glen Urquhart in the years 1740-1741. (Later, of course, I learned that the OPR is primarily 
a record of those who were baptized in the Established Church and that it does not include 
all those who were born in any particular parish, although as John Durham has pointed out 
in his article, some members of the Free Church were later added to the OPR subsequent to 
their birth.)

 From records found in Nova Scotia, I was able to determine that the name of my ancestor’s 
father was probably John Grant. In September 1895, the Rev. A. MacLean Sinclair had 
published an article for the Eastern Chronicle (LIV, no. 38), that began “John Grant, Iain 
MacAilain, lived in Glen Urquhart. He had at least two sons, James and Alpin.  Alpin came 
to this country; he lived near Pictou. James married Jennet Grant…He came to Nova Scotia 
by the ship Hector in 1773.”  MacLean Sinclair had a double-charge of the Presbyterian 
churches at Springville and Sunny Brae in the East River of Pictou County from 1866 to 
1888. He was also a famous Gaelic scholar and a keen local historian.  Even though he was 
writing more than 100 years after the events described, he would have had the opportunity to 
gain first-hand family information from two of James’s grandsons who were parishioners of 
his church at Springville.  Thus, his information seemed credible, even if it was a secondary 
source that required further corroboration from the OPR records. 

The earliest entry in the OPR for Urquhart and Glenmoriston for anyone with the name of 
Grant is August 1739, so it was indeed fortunate that I had four possible candidates from the 
list of Alpins born in 1740-41. Only one of these had a father whose name was John: this was 
the Alpin born on 15th March 1740 and baptized 16th March. 

The name of Alpin’s mother was not included in the OPR record, a circumstance not unusual 
at the time. However, at least one previous researcher had taken this to mean that she had 
died at the time of Alpin’s birth and, seeing that the marriage record of the OPR also has an 

Take care 
when using 
the OPRs
By Dr Alastair Grant
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entry for a John Grant marrying a Catherine Grant in September 1744, presumed that this 
was a second marriage for Alpin’s father. The children born of this marriage (Peter b. 17 May 
1745; Alexander b. 1 October 1747; and Mary b. 29 April 1750) were identified as half-siblings 
of Alpin and his brother James. The full version of the OPR rectifies the matter.  The entry 
for Alpin’s birth reads: “Alpin, son to John Grant, Meiklie, was born 15th and baptised 16th 
March (1740)”.   His father, then, was the John Grant who lived at Meiklie, a place on the north 
shore of Loch Meiklie about halfway between Loch Ness and Strathglass.  In the marriage 
register for 1744, the OPR shows that the John Grant who married Catherine Grant in 1744 
was “John Grant, Gartalie.” He was therefore someone else entirely and not Alpin’s father.  
This misreading of John Grant, Meiklie’s supposed second marriage has been published on 
the internet and subsequently taken as fact by all kinds of genealogists, leading to no end of 
misinformation and confusion.

Once it was determined that Alpin’s father was John Grant, Meiklie, it was found almost 
immediately that the OPR had a great deal of additional information that was pertinent to the 
story of this family.  For example, in 1749, there is an entry that reads: “Alex Grant, son to 
John McIan, sometime in Carnoch, and Ann Grant, daur. to John Roy Grant in Meiklie, were 
married 11 May.”  This tells us not only that Alpin had an older sister, Ann, but that by 1749 
John Grant himself was also identified with the additional name of “Roy,” no doubt given to 
differentiate him from the other John Grants (like Gartalie) who were living in Glen Urquhart 
at that time.  And then in 1755 there is an entry for the marriage of James Grant “son to John 
Roy McAllanvain, Meiklie, and Janet Grant, serv’t to James Grant of Shewglie, cont[racted] 21 
Jan., married 13 February 1755”.  This entry confirms what MacLean Sinclair had published in 
the Eastern Chronicle in 1895. Again, additional information is given about John Roy, Meiklie: 
we now know that his father’s name was Allan Bain (“vain” being the Gaelic possessive of 
“bain”, or “fair-haired”) and this too fits with MacLean Sinclair’s statement that John Grant’s 
Gaelic name was “Iain MacAilain”.  Why the person making the entry in the OPR thought it 
was necessary to mention John Roy’s patronymic is not clear, but it does give rise to all kinds 
of interesting speculation.  

Later records in Nova Scotia state that James Grant died in 1822 in his 97th year, suggesting 
that he was born about 1725.  He would therefore have been about 15 years older than Alpin.  
Ann appears to have been born between them.  We do not know if they had any other siblings 
but if James was the eldest of John Roy’s children (which we don’t know with any certainty) 
he himself could have been born about 1700, give or take 5 years either way, and his father, 
Allan Bain, might have been born about 1675 (maybe 10 years either way).  Of course all 
of these births would have occurred well before the OPR for Urquhart and Glenmoriston 
was initiated and, as with the case of so many eighteenth century searches, it appeared 
that this was the end of the story and there was no possibility of going back any further,  
However, the opportunity of DNA testing has opened another window.  The identification 
of the Single-Nucleotide Polymorphism, or SNP, marker A578, among John Roy Grant’s 
descendants suggests that he was descended from John Grant, 1st of Corrimony, who died 
in 1533, aged about 45.  There is no firm record of the date of Corrimony’s birth and only one 
of his children, John Grant, 2nd of Corrimony who succeeded him, is listed.  Subsequent 
members of the Corrimony family, and the Grants of Shewglie, who are all descended from 
John Grant 2nd of Corrimony, carry SNP A1228, which John Roy’s descendants do not.  John 
Roy’s link to Corrimony may have been through an unrecorded “natural birth,” leaving a gap 
of approximately 250 years about which it is unlikely that we shall ever know anything.

To return to the OPR, having identified who John Grant, Meiklie was, and that his daughter 
Ann was married to Alex Grant, son of “John McIan, sometime in Carnoch,” I was able to 
uncover some additional information about their family.  For example, in 1751 there is an 
entry for “Peter, son to Alex Grant, Carnoch and Ann Grant his wife, born 11th and baptised 
12th February, and two years later in 1753, they had another child: “John, son to Alex Grant, 
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Carnoch, and Ann Grant his wife, born 1st and baptised 2nd September.”  Unfortunately, we 
have not been able to identify any later descendants of these two children, so if any readers 
of Highland have any knowledge of them, I would like to hear about it.  

The OPR also records that in 1756 James Grant, Meiklie, and Janet his wife, had a son 
“Angus, born & baptised 25 January.”  Of course, we do not know with any certainty that 
these were the James and Janet who were married in 1755 (although because of the word 
‘Meiklie’ it seems very likely that they were) but when they go to Nova Scotia on the Hector 
in 1773, there is no mention of them having a son called Angus.  Their eldest son is identified 
as John, who was about 15 at the time (and so born about 1758), so it is quite possible that 
Angus died when he was still a small child.

There is a large gap in the OPR for Urquhart and Glenmoriston between 18 September 
1757 and 18 August 1771, a crucial time for possible birth and marriages in this extended 
family.  It is not until 1773, after the OPR resumes that the family turns up again, in this case in 
an entry for Alpin Grant: “James, son of Alpin Grant and Marg’t Grant, Drumfada, born 22nd, 
baptised this day” (26 September).  Drumfada is shown on the Ordnance Survey Explorer 
Map #431 at the western end of Glen Urquhart, not far from Carnoch, so it appears possible 
that Ann and Alpin may have been living fairly near to each other at this time.  From cemetery 
records in Nova Scotia, we know that Alpin and Margaret had a son Peter, born about 1767, 
and a daughter Elizabeth, born about 1770. (James died in Nova Scotia when he was about 
29 from unknown causes shortly before January 1803, when there is a probate of his estate.)  
It is likely then, that Alpin and Margaret were married about 1766, but the precise dates of 
this, and the births of their two older children, will never be known.

 As can be seen, the OPR contains a lot of useful information pertinent to genealogical 
research, especially during the middle years of the eighteenth century when other records are 
so sparse, but once any initial evidence is found, it is important to go back to the full, hand-
written, copies of the documents to determine if they contain any additional information that 
may be relevant to your search before jumping to erroneous conclusions. 

The Macleods of Talisker
By Ian Campbell Harris

The MacLeods of Talisker became the senior branch of the MacLeod Chiefly family (of 
Dunvegan), and were to be inter-related with the MacLeods of Greshornish, Ullinish 
and Dalvey (see the corresponding articles in recent issues of the Magazine), 
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Known as the 1st of Talisker, Sir Roderick MacLeod was the second son of Sir Rory Mor, 
the 15th Chief. He was born about 1606, and possibly at his father’s fortified mansion on 
the Isle of Berneray (between North Uist and Harris). In 1624 Roderick attended Glasgow 
University, and two years later he was given the life-rent of the Talisker estate in western Skye, 
which was traditionally given to the Chief’s second son. As two centuries were to pass before 
another MacLeod Chief had a surviving second son, Talisker long remained with Roderick’s 
descendants. 

Roderick’s older brother duly became Chief, but in 1649 he died leaving a fourteen year-old 
son as successor. Since Roderick was the senior paternal uncle, he was appointed ‘Tutor’ 
(legal guardian and representative), and as such Roderick was leader of the Clan. 

It was also in the year 1649 that King Charles I was executed in London after losing his civil 
war with the English Parliamentarians led by Oliver Cromwell, but the Scottish government 
then recognised Charles I’s heir as King Charles II. In support of the Royalists against the 
Cromwellian regime, Roderick raised a regiment of about a thousand of his clansmen, which 
he led as Colonel, while his younger brother, Norman, was appointed Lieutenant-Colonel. 
This MacLeod contingent then joined Charles II’s army that advanced as far as the English 
Midlands. However, Cromwell’s forces crushed the King’s army at Worcester in 1651, and 
nearly all the MacLeods were killed or sent as slaves to the colonies across the Atlantic.

Roderick’s brother was captured and spent 18 months as a prisoner in the Tower of London, 
but managed to escape. However, Roderick was able to make his way back to Scotland 
in disguise. Before the Royalist generals departed for France following their final surrender 
in 1655, they left a signed document with Roderick at Dunvegan Castle, expressing their 
profound gratitude for his support and protection.

The young Chief of MacLeod was obliged to capitulate and suffer a heavy financial penalty, 
but Roderick didn’t receive an amnesty until 1657, when he was finally allowed to return to his 
home, where he lived privately until Charles II’s restoration in 1660. Soon after, Roderick went 
to London, and with his brother, Norman, received a knighthood from a grateful monarch.

In about 1630, Roderick married firstly Barbara, daughter of Donald MacKay, 1st Lord Reay 
(the Chief of Clan MacKay), but their only child was a daughter who died at a young age. In 
about 1658, Roderick married secondly Mary, daughter of the MacKinnon Chief, by whom he 
had two sons and a daughter. 

Sir Roderick’s residence at Talisker was gradually replaced by his descendants and 
subsequent occupiers, but on this same site Talisker House has remained. The building is 
located in the wide and deep valley that opens into Talisker Bay on the west coast of Skye. 
The floor of this green and fertile glen is very flat, but it has steep rocky sides with many 
waterfalls. The house stands at the base of these slopes, and indeed the name ‘Talisker’ 
derives from Thalas Gair, the Norse for ‘The Sloping Rock’, though there were other spellings 
such as ‘Talliskar’. Talisker Head and Point, with its cliffs and impressive basalt stack, was in 
ancient Celtic legend a stepping-stone for the giant named Cuchullin and referred to in the 
Ossian epic poems (see below).

Sir Roderick MacLeod, 1st of Talisker, died in 1675 and was buried next to his first wife at 
the old Duirinish parish church near Dunvegan. His son, John, was only about 16 years old 
when he succeeded to the Talisker estate and as 2nd of Talisker. He similarly became closely 
involved in the administration of the MacLeod Chief’s estates, and probably acted as his 
factor (manager). He was also heir to the Chiefship for about ten years.

In circa 1692, John married Janet, the daughter of his first cousin, Alexander MacLeod of 
Greshornish, and by her he had a son and two daughters. One of the latter was Margaret who 
married another of John’s first cousins, Roderick MacLeod, 1st of Ullinish, and in this way 
became the grandmother of Alexander MacLeod, 1st of Dalvey.

John MacLeod, 2nd of Talisker, died suddenly in about 1698 at only around forty years of 
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age. His only son, Donald, duly succeeded to the estate and as 3rd of Talisker when only 
about four years old. He too was to become a factor for the MacLeod Chief, and for about 
twenty years was likewise his heir. He married his second cousin, Christina, the daughter of 
John MacLeod, 2nd of Berneray (who led the Clan during another Chief’s minority). One of 
Donald’s nine children became the Principal of King’s College, Aberdeen, and there he met 
Dr Johnson. In his own family of eleven children, a granddaughter eventually became the 
Countess of Caithness and mother of the 17th and 18th Earls. 

Donald built a new two-storey extension at right-angles to the existing Talisker House, and 
improved the grounds around it by planting trees and making a garden. However, like his 
father, Donald MacLeod died suddenly in the prime of life, and was succeeded on the estate 
and as 4th of Talisker by his fourteen year-old eldest son, John.

John attended St.Andrews University and received a medical education. During the Jacobite 
rebellion of 1745-6, John readily complied with his Chief in the support of the Hanoverian 
Government, but in the execution of his duties as a Captain he acquired a reputation for 
callousness and cruelty (though this could have been exaggerated to protect his position). He 
was also made responsible for having Flora MacDonald apprehended after her now legendary 
role in Bonnie Prince Charlie’s escape “over the sea to Skye”.

John also had literary interests and lent crucial support to James Macpherson while 
the latter was compiling and translating the Ossian Gaelic epic. These poems found fame 
throughout Europe, and Napoleon actually carried an Italian translation on his campaigns. 
John’s library even impressed Dr Johnson when he and James Boswell were entertained at 
Talisker during their tour of Skye in 1773. Boswell’s classic Journal makes several references 
to John MacLeod as well as to Talisker House and its grounds, which John substantially 
improved after a fire in 1776. Having also served in the Scottish Brigade in Holland (where he 
attained the rank of Lt.Colonel), John was able to introduce Dutch methods of drainage to 
great effect on the Talisker estate. John MacLeod was also elected a Burgess of Dingwall in 
Ross-shire, but by 1786 was described as extremely corpulent.

John was next in line to the MacLeod Chiefship for about ten years, and helped run the 
Clan estates while they were under financial pressure. John was also a half-nephew and close 
associate of the MacDonald Chief. John too married a second cousin, Mary, daughter of the 
13th MacLean Laird of Coll (the Hebridean island). They had an only child who died young, 
and following Mary’s death, John married a merchant’s daughter but without issue.

 Having occupied Talisker for over sixty years, John died in 1798, and as his only son 
had predeceased him, John’s brother, Magnus, succeeded as 5th of Talisker when already a 
retired Colonel. 

Magnus was in turn succeeded as 6th of Talisker by his elder son, Major Donald MacLeod, 
who had already taken over the Talisker estate on the death of his uncle. Donald made 
substantial additions to Talisker House, but the Chief raised the rents of his tacksmen 
(leaseholders) so significantly that Donald sold the remainder of his lease in about 1820 
and left the estate which his family had held for two hundred years. He took his wife and 
children (as well as about a dozen servants) to Tasmania, where he obtained another land-
holding of 2000 acres that he duly named ‘Talisker’, and there built a home. His successful 
re-location on the other side of the world was made the easier for being so well connected. 
The Secretary of the Colonies after whom Tasmania’s capital is named (Robert Hobart, 4th 
Earl of Buckinghamshire) was closely related through marriage, Donald and the Earl having 
a sister-in-law in common (a MacLean of Coll). The Governor of New South Wales, Lachlan 
Macquarie, was also a third cousin of Donald’s father-in-law, who recorded in his journal 
that in 1821 Donald and his family stayed at Government House in Sydney on a later visit 
there from Tasmania (then known as Van Diemens Land). Their emigrant ship had been the 
‘Skelton’, whose Captain happened to write a fascinating book detailing the same voyage 
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from Scotland, as well as giving an insight into the state of the Australian colony in those 
early days.

Donald and his wife later left Tasmania to join some of their children who had settled in 
New South Wales, and Donald died there in Sydney in 1838. He was then succeeded in the 
representation of the family by his unmarried eldest son, Magnus, as 7th of Talisker, who 
died in 1883; and thereafter by his second son, Alexander, as 8th of Talisker, but he was 
also unmarried and died three years later. The 9th of Talisker was therefore represented by 
Alexander Magnus, who was Donald’s grandchild through a third son, John Norman, but he 
too died without male issue in 1910. His brother, Donald Norman, therefore succeeded as 10th 
of Talisker. He had explored and opened up a large area of northern Western Australia, and 
following his death in 1914, his second son, Hugh, became the 11th of Talisker. He was also 
engaged in pastoral pursuits, and during WWI served in the ill-fated Gallipoli campaign. He 
was married, but like his uncle and great-uncles he died without sons, in 1955. His nephew, 
Donald Ian Guy MacLeod, thus succeeded as the 12th of Talisker. He was born in 1923 in 
Western Australia, and after serving in WWII, he had a farm in Northern Territory extending 
over 200 square miles with thousands of cattle. He later died in Perth in about 1995. His son, 
Evan Guy MacLeod, then became the 13th and current MacLeod of Talisker. 

Meanwhile, the original Talisker estate in Skye followed a typical pattern of depopulation 
caused mainly by the leaseholders removing sub-tenants and crofters to use the land for 
more profitable enterprises like sheep farming. By 1920 the MacLeod Chief felt obliged to 
sell the Talisker estate to the Government’s Board of Agriculture for the development of 
“independent” crofting. So it was in this way that Talisker passed out of MacLeod control 
altogether, having belonged to them for 700 years - ever since Leod succeeded to the district 
on his marriage in circa 1220.

In 1925, the Department of Agriculture sold Talisker House together with a surrounding 
farm of 2,525 acres, but that farm was sold separately in 1954. In 1961, Talisker House 
together with about fifty acres was purchased by a couple from Norfolk, Mark and Rosemary 
Wathen, who restored the house and grounds to a very high standard. Coincidently, their 
son was living in Tasmania not far from the other ‘Talisker’, and he and his Australian wife 
took over the Skye property in 1996. They also ran it as a guest-house, offering several 
comfortably furnished rooms with private bathrooms, and access to the elegantly appointed 
drawing-room and dining-room (where fresh Scottish fare was served). However, by 2005 the 
Wathens had returned to Australia to run another guest-house. Talisker House then became 
a furnished holiday home for rent (with six double bedrooms). 

Talisker House has also been officially “listed” as a Category C(S) building, and the area has 
been designated a “Site of Special Scientific Interest” by Scottish National Heritage. Talisker 
has also given its name to a famous malt whisky (the Talisker Distillery being first established 
in 1830).

Today most of us don’t read a daily or even a weekly newspaper, we use television, 
computers and even our mobile phone to get the news but newspapers were an ideal way 
to convey news especially of Births, Marriages and Deaths for many years and even still do 
today to a certain extent. For the latter these can be especially important for the Highlands 
due to the fact that many parishes did not keep death or burial records or they have not 
survived. They can be very helpful for those persons dying abroad.

In fact only 27 parishes for the whole of the Highlands (including the Western Isles) have 
surviving death records prior to 1855 when civil registration began, and of these only 17 have 

Read along the Way 
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19    www.highlandfamilyhistorysociety.org

records into the 19th century including the Parish of Kilmonivaig, Inverness-shire which has 
only 2 entries for the years 1801 and 1805 one in each! Of these 17 only 9 have records that 
continued to 1854, some even have gaps like the Parish of Inverness where there are only two 
entries between July 1819 and March 1820. 

Death notices in newspapers can therefore, except where a headstone exists, possibly 
be the only record of a death. In later years death notices became a form of intimation and 
later as an invitation to a funeral rather than sending notices in the post. Although we use 
monumental inscriptions to help us with deaths, newspapers I feel are an underused resource, 
which surely can fill in the gaps.
Notices in newspapers cover parishes with no surviving records, for example:
- McKenzie – Died at Achichork, Applecross, on the 30th ult. Mr John McKenzie, Tacksman 
of that place, sincerely regretted by his family and friends. (Inverness Journal 19 May 1809) 
[No OPR Deaths for Parish of Applecross]
Deaths in early historical newspapers sometimes can include epitaphs for example:
- Imray – Died here, on Thursday the 8th curt. in the 45th year of his age, Mr John Imray, of 
the Inverness Brewery, a man whose talent, attainments and virtues, would have given him 
no mean distinction in the eye of the world, had not an unparalleled modesty and diffidence 
concealed them from observation. His affectionate tenderness as a parent renders his death 
an irreparable loss to an infant family, and his amiable qualities will long endear his memory 
to those who had an opportunity of appreciating his worth. (Inverness Journal 16 July 1813) 
[No headstone in Inverness, not recorded in OPR]
Deaths abroad can also provide a lot of information:
- Fraser – At St. Martins, Guernsey, on the 27th ult., Isabella Fraser, from the Aird, Inverness, 
widow of the late Ensign George MacCulloch, from Lochalsh, Ross-shire, in the 70th year of 
her age, She leaves a son and two daughters to mourn their sore bereavement. (Inverness 
Advertiser 12 September 1854)
Or even the size of the family you will have to find:
- McCallum – At Ardno, Lochfineside, Duncan McCallum, in the 86th year of his age; was 
sixty years tenant on the estate of Ardkinlass; he was the first born, and the first that died of 
his father’s family; the rest, a brother and a sister, are still living in that neighbourhood. He left 
six children, 28 grand-children and 13 great-grandchildren. (Inverness Journal 14 February 
1812)

So newspapers may be helpful but they have drawbacks, the further you go back the fewer 
newspapers there were, and not everyone placed a notice in a newspaper. Due to the Stamp 
Act of 1712 newspapers were liable to Tax, which meant that prior to 1836 (when the tax 
was reduced) it was only wealthy customers who could afford a newspaper and also only a 
few newspapers exist for that period, particularly those in Inverness. Post 1836 sees more 
newspapers and the Act was only repealed in 1855 and then we see the rise of cheaper 
newspapers that all could afford, though education and the ability to read might also have 
been a factor for early newspapers. 

Here is a list of the historical newspapers, printed in the Highland area, a few lasted only a 
few months, and some still continue today (Mackenzie, 1994):

- Badenoch Record and Advertiser 1911-1964
- Caithness Chronicle and Advertiser Apr - Dec 1847
- Caithness Courier 1866-
- Cromarty News 1891-1892
- Fort William News 1898-1899
- Grantown Chronicle 1895-1896
- Grantown Supplement 1881-1914
- Highland Leader and Northern Weekly 1909-1922
- Highland News 1883-1963
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- Highland Sentinel 1861-1863
- Highland Times 1896-1926
- Highlander 1873-1882
- Invergordon Times 1855-1917
- Inverness Advertiser 1849-1885
- Inverness Citizen 1921-1922
- Inverness Citizen and Highlander Leader 1922-1926
- Inverness Courier 1817- 
- Inverness Football Times 1904-1907 
- Inverness Herald 1836-1846 (surviving copies for 1839 and 1844 only)
- Inverness Journal 1807-1848
- Inverness Times 1855-1859
- Invernessian 1880-1881
- John O’Groat Journal 1836-
- Kingussie Record 1902-1911
- Nairn County Press 1916-1917
- Nairn County Press and Advertiser 1897-1916
- Nairn Mirror and General Advertiser 1841-1854
- Nairnshire Telegraph 1853-
- North Star 1893-1969
- Northern Chronicle 1881-1969
- Northern Ensign 1850-1926
- Northern Herald (Inverness) 1844-1846
- Northern Herald (Wick) 1903-1915
- Northern Star 1836-1839
- Northern Times 1899-
- Northern Weekly 1897-1909
- People’s Journal (Inverness) 1898-1990
- Ross-shire Advertiser 1842-1849
- Ross-shire Journal 1875-
- Ross-shire Observer 1851-1852
- St. Ninian Press and Nairnshire Advertiser 1892-1897
- Saturday Inverness Advertiser 1860-1882
- Scottish Highlander 1885-1898
- Stornoway Gazette 1917-
- Strathspey and Badenoch Times Feb-May 1889
- Strathspey Herald 1907-1964
- Strathspey News 1914-1941
- Weekly News for Inverness 1894-1911
There are also a few Newspapers or periodicals (Noble, 1903) which lasted for even shorter 

periods – 
- The Inverness Spectator and Clachnacuddin Record 1839-1840
- Inverness and Northern Agriculturalist 1845-1846 – only 18 issues
- Caraid nan Gaidteal or the Highland Friend 1853 – only 1 issue
- Inverness Reformer 1856-1858 – only copy from March 1858 exists
- Institutional Gazette 1857-1858 – only 8 issues
- The Auctioneer 1874 – only 3 issues
- The General Machinery Register 1881-1883 – only 19 issues
- The Inverness Frolic 1882-1883 – Dec 1882-Feb 1883
- The Northern Mirror 1830 – only 1 issue
- The Academical 1892-1894



21    www.highlandfamilyhistorysociety.org

Help! I can’t find the baptism of a family member
This is one of the most common requests received by our Society either from members 

or non-members who have come across our website. They know their relative (male as an 
example) existed as they have other documents relating to him – a marriage and/or death 
certificate and census returns, some or all of which point to him being born in the Highlands. 
Unfortunately knowing that he was born in Scotland does not mean that you will necessarily 
find his baptism recorded in the Old Parochial Records (OPR). There are a number of reasons 
for this and listed below are some possibilities. If any member can suggest any more, please 
get in touch.
1. His parents may be Catholic. It should be remembered that the entries that appear in the 
OPR relate to members of the Established Church, which is the Church of Scotland.

2. His parents were members of the Free Church or were dissenters. There was a massive 
split in the Established Church in 1843 when the Free Church came into being. From 1843 to 
1st January 1855, when the recording of births, marriages and deaths in Scotland became 
official, the Free Church maintained their own baptismal registers. Our Society has published 
transcriptions for 21 parishes in the Highland area, which is a very valuable resource. There 
were problems of a similar nature prior to 1841, when several families dissented from the 
established Church and did not attend the church. As a consequence the births of their 
children were not recorded. Found in the OPR for Dunnet Parish is the following entry dated 
12th February 1800:-
John Bain, farmer in Reaster, having joined the Secession many years ago and by that means 
his children’s names were not inserted at the time they were born but this day requests the 
Session for having their names inserted in the Parish Register. Accordingly I at his request & 

- The Old Normandie Fayre Daily Gazette 1893 – only 3 days
- The Northern Evangelist 1896-1902
- The Ratepayers Monthly 1901 – possibly only 1 issue
There are a few existing publications produced by Family History Societies with notices of 

death from Newspapers – 
- Deaths from the Inverness Advertiser 1849-1855 published by the Highland Family History 
Society.
- Pre-1855 Deaths reported in Nairn Newspapers 1845-1854 available from the Highland 
Family History Society.
- Deaths from the Inverness Journal 1807-1811 published by the Scottish Genealogy Society.
- Deaths from the Inverness Journal 1812-1816 published by the Scottish Genealogy Society.
- Deaths from the Forres Gazette 1837-1855 published in 3 parts by the Moray & Nairn Family 
History Society.
- Deaths from the St. Ninian Press and the Nairnshire Advertiser 1892-1899 published by the 
Moray & Nairn Family History Society.

Though Historical newspapers are becoming more available online (ie NLS, Find my Past, 
British Newspaper Archive or older sites such as Am Baile or Google News) it will be a 
very long time, if ever, that complete coverage for the Highlands will be available, so in the 
meantime keep an eye out for those publications that have death records, remember not 
everyone has a headstone.
Sources

Mackenzie, A (1994) Newsplan – Report of the NEWSPLAN project in Scotland September 
1994. The British Library.

Noble, J (1903) Biography of Inverness Newspapers and Periodicals. Stirling.
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New Members:
2703. Mrs Lois Gilder – Ajax, Ontario, Canada L1S 3G9.
2704. Mr Delmar Harrison – Qualicum Beach, British Columbia, Canada V9K 1P3.
2705. Mr Donald Mackintosh – Pearl City. Hawaii 96782 U. S. A.
2706. Ms Vivienne M. Jones – Oakville, Ontario, Canada L6K 3G4.
2707. Mrs Sheila Maclennan – Falkirk FK2 0RS.
8001. Herr Ludwig A. Deglmann – Bonn 53117, Germany.
Changes to address etc:
2559. Mr Gordon Stewart – Avoch, Ross-shire IV9 8QN.
Resignations:
0253. Mrs Margaret Luff 
2213. Mr David Geddes 
2671. Mrs Lynette Johnston
2673. Mrs Collette Grigor 
2683. Mrs Marian Rowley

by their authority does registrate the names according to the testimony of the said John Bain.
  Alex Sutherland. Session Clerk.

William Bain was born August 8th 1774 Robert Bain was born March 3rd 1776
James Bain was born September 11th 1779 Helen Bain was born May 26th 1782  
All by one mother viz. Christian Tait.

3. Occasional attempts were made to charge parents a small fee for entering the details of the 
baptism of their child in the OPRs. This would not surprisingly lead to a reluctance to record 
baptisms.

4. The family, particularly if the father was a farm servant, were moved around as areas of 
land were being cultivated by the owner of the estate. This could lead to failure to attend 
church on a regular basis. My 3xGt Grandfather, who was a farm servant, was married in 
1801 in Caithness. My researches have uncovered eight children that were born to him and 
his wife up to 1817. The baptisms of only three of them were recorded. My 2xGt Grandfather 
was a member of the Free Church, so perhaps his father may have been a dissenter during 
this period.

5. The child was illegitimate. If that were the case, he could have been baptised with his 
mother’s surname. Later on the father admits responsibility and he is then given his father’s 
surname. Try searching under both surnames.



23    www.highlandfamilyhistorysociety.org

PUBLICATIONS FOR SALE

PUBLICATIONS FOR SALE

PUBLICATIONS FOR SALE




