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The Chairman’s Column
Many of you will no doubt know of the BBC programme called Heir Hunters, where firms of 

professional researchers hunt down the beneficiaries of estates which might otherwise end 
up in the Government coffers.  This series has been running for some years now; the latest 
batch of programmes marks the twelfth series, and also marks a change in presenter from 
the voice-only of Lisa Faulkner to the enthusiastic on-screen presence of Michael Buerk.  I’ve 
been catching up with the latest series on i-Player over the last few weeks, and have always 
enjoyed the challenges faced by the professionals.  I sense a degree of dumbing-down this 
time though, and presume I am not alone in finding that the programme makers assume that 
we the viewers must have the retention span of a gnat, by their constant repetition of the 
basic facts!

The programme certainly highlights the use of search engines and the vast amount of 
genealogical information now available online, but the main companies involved in the 
programme are all English and this does show up the relative limitations of data available on 
that side of the border, compared with the extensive digitisation of statutory material available 
in Scotland.  We are certainly very lucky up here.

One of the objects of the programme is simple entertainment, and this is usually provided 
by the teams finding long-lost relatives and ‘knocking on their door’ to tell them the good 
news of a windfall.  On reflection, I know that it will be extremely unlikely that I will ever 
get such a knock on the door as my own family tree is well-documented, and we keep in 
touch with most branches of the family.  However, for those who have lost contact or simply 
didn’t know of some remote branch of the family tree, the whole experience could be quite 
challenging; unearthing old family secrets in this way might not always be welcomed.

With each new series, different members of staff from the various companies have been 
given the limelight, and it is always fun when you catch up with an old face.  The present 
series doesn’t seem to spend as much time on the road with the travelling representatives, 
but it certainly throws light on the business of family research, and the extensive resources 
available to these firms.  It also highlights many of the ways in which professional heir hunters 
can find distant relatives, and whilst every case doesn’t end up with legitimate heirs, we can 
learn something from their skills.

However, if nothing else, it does inform us to make sure that we have made a Will, and 
ensure that our estate is distributed as we would wish.  I hope the series will continue for a 
few more years.

ARTICLES FOR JOURNAL
Editor here. After the encouraging number of shorter articles that I was able to use in the 
previous journal, it has gone all quiet again. Stuart Farrell has sent in several longer articles 
and I have only been able to use one of them this time. As a result I have had to cheat a 
little and three articles that appeared in the corresponding journal 10 years ago have been 
included in this journal to add a bit of interest. Please can I have some more short ones to 
balances the longer ones that Stuart has sent me recently.

PRIVACY STATEMENT
On 25th May 2018 new regulations come into effect which require anyone holding personal 
data to confirm that they are using it only for the purposes for which is intended. Our Society 
has to conform to these regulations and the relevant statement of how we deal with member’s 
personal information is printed on page 21.



04   www.highlandfamilyhistorysociety.org

A LEAD MINE AT ACHANARRAS, SPITTAL, CAITHNESS  

The following article in The Northern 
Times newspaper of 25 October 1917 of 
a lead mine in Caithness was the starting 
point of the author’s research. 

Lead Mining in Caithness. Visit to Works 
at Achanarras. Most people in Caithness 
have seen a flagtone quarry, and more than 
likely have explored every nook and corner 
of it. But how many have been down a coal 
mine or lead mine? Not many, I should think. 
Going down into a quarry hole you can reach 
the lowest depth by easy access, and you 
can have the blue sky above you always, 
and you feel safe. But going down a mine 
is something widely and altogether different. 
And yet this experience is now within reach 
of the dwellers in these northern regions. My 
advice to all who have a “day off” is to pay a 
visit to the Achanarras Lead Mine.

Where is the Mine? To those who don’t 
know let me tell where the mine is to be 
found. It is situated on the face of the hill 
on Achanarras Farm, overlooking the low 
ground between it and the Spittal and 
Georgeman road, and distant from it rather 
more than half a mile. It is about three miles 
from Georgemas Junction and the same 
distance from Halkirk Station. Coming from 
the direction of either of these places, you 
pass Achanarras Farm House, the kindly 
inmates of which will willingly direct you on 
the right way.

The Manager. I had the pleasure and 
the profit of visiting the mine the other day 
and was warmly welcomed by the genial 
and capable manager, Mr Stanners. One 
glance at the manager tells you are in the 
presence of a model British workman. The 
clear cut features, the well-knit figure and 
the boundless energy all proclaim that here 
is a man who knows his work and can do it. 
Mr Stanners is an expert miner, and what he 
doesn’t know of the business is not worth 
knowing. More than that, in a social capacity, 
he can crack a good joke, tell a good story 
and sing a good song, and all together is a 

“jolly good fellow.”
The Mine. On the occasion of my visit, 

above ground, a workman was hard at work 
pushing a “bogie” loaded with rubbish along 
a set of rails leading to the “tip” over which 
the rubbish was “tipped.” The rubbish, as 
well as the valuable ore is hauled up to the 
top by an engine. The mine is a vertical shaft 
sixty feet deep, the opening being about 
twelve feet by six. The shaft is portioned into 
three divisions – one for hauling up the ore, 
etc., another occupied by a steam pump 
which works day and night, and the other 
the workmen’s access to the mine.

“Will you go down?” says the manager to 
me.

“Is it safe?” says I.
“Yes, perfectly safe.” Was the reassuring 

reply.
“Come on.”
I screwed my courage to the sticking 

point, and I can tell you it is a case of 
“sticking” on to the ladders with hands and 
feet. I descended one ladder and reached 
a platform, where I breather freely; down 
another ladder, to another platform, where 
I breathed as before; down a third ladder 
and I reached the point where a horizontal 
“drive” branches off. I entered the “drive.” 
I was now in the heart of the earth forty 
feet from the top and daylight. It was total 
darkness, but preceded by the manager 
with a lighted candle, I followed on as best 
I could. The “drive” is a cutting about six 
feet square, strongly supported on the roof 
and sides with battens. At the present time 
it extends to about 300 feet into the heart 
of the hill. Along the bottom of the “drive” 
runs a set of rails on which “bogies” run 
between the shaft end of this “drive” and 
the working face. Imagine a railway in the 
heart of Achanarras Hill! I scrambled along 
on what seemed to me “a long, long trail 
a-winding.” Rounding a bend in the “drive” 
I saw, though the Egyptian darkness, several 
candles twinkling in the distance, while 
various weird forms were flitting to and fro, 

By Stuart Farrell
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casting shadows fearful and wonderful. 
It was a scene unique in the county of 
Caithness. A minute more and I was at the 
working face, where the men were busy with 
mining operations.

“How are you getting on, lads?” I asked.
“Not too bad,” came the cheery reply from 

an experienced miner. I may explain that 
“not too bad” in miner’s language means 
“very good, indeed.”

I had the honour of mining a bit of lead 
which I carried home as a memento of my 
most interesting experience.

The men were preparing a blasting 
charge, all being ready the manager started 
the fuse, and we all made off at head long 
route for the safe end of the drive, which we 
reached in less time that it takes to write it. 
We listened, and although I was expecting it, 
the dull booming sound, as the earth shook, 
made me jump off my feet, to the hilarious 
merriment of the experienced miners. There 
was no going back to the “face” that day, as 
the fumes had to clear away.

We all reached the top in safety, and 
when I saw Spittal Hill looming before me, I 
realised I was still in Caithness.

As I said before, to all interested, take a 
holiday and visit the lead mine, and I will 
guarantee you a warm welcome from the 
manager and an experience which will last 
you a lifetime.

But how did the mine get started? A 
number of contemporary sources provide 
additional information. The Valuation Rolls 
for the County of Caithness, 1917-1918 
and that for the next few years under the 
parish of Halkirk listed the landowner as 
Colonel William Murray Thriepland D.S.O. 
of Fingask and Toftingall, Fingask Castle, 
Errol, Perthshire with the tenant being The 
Toftingall Lead Syndicate Ltd, 34 Charlotte 
Square, Edinburgh with a rateable value of 
£100. 

The Geological Survey of Scotland (Wilson, 
1920, 114) noted the mine as follows: ‘..this 
vein, as noted by Dr. Crampton, began to 
attract notice in 1912. Shortly afterwards 
work was started on it. The mine was visited 
by Mr. G. V. Wilson in 1915. At that time the 

workings were mainly on the surface of the 
vein. He reported that the vein has a north-
west course and is nearly vertical; its width 
is about 5ft., of which 1ft. consists of dirty 
white barytes, and 1ft. 6in. of broken stuff 
with galena; the remainder is made up of 
crushed country-rocks, which are reddish-
grey, drab and bluish Caithness flagstones. 

Mining operations were continued on a 
small scale for several years. A shaft was 
sunk and drives were made on the vein; 
galena was the only mineral sought for, 
and the product of the mine was carted to 
Georgemas Junction, where it was put on 
rail. In August 1919 the mine was visited 
again, and it was found that operations had 
ceased; the shaft was full of water, but most 
of the gear remained and seemed in good 
order. From the heaps of ore lying around 
the shaft it was ascertained that galena 
occurred mostly in the form of lumps or 
crystalline nodules embedded in barytes, 
calcite and rusty iron oxides. 

In the List of Mines, published in the 
Home Office Reports, this mine appears as 
active in the years 1917 and 1918 under the 
ownership of the Toftingall Lead Syndicate; 
seven or eight men were employed at it.’

The Toftingall Syndicate Limited company 
papers in the National Records of Scotland 
(Ref. BT/9237) indicate that the company 
was incorporated on 16th September 
1914. The Company had four directors 
who were comprised of the following: 1) 
William Stevenson Brown, Viewfield House, 
Giffnock, Glasgow, Gentleman; 2) Thomas 
Bennet Clark, 64 Queen Street, Edinburgh, 
Chartered Accountant; 3) James Maxtone 
Graham, 34 Charlotte Square, Edinburgh, 
Chartered Accountant; and 4) William 
Murray Threipland, of Dale and Toftingall, 
County of Caithness, Lieutenant Colonel. 
1100 shares were issued at £1 each, with a 
nominal share total of £1500.

The principal shareholder was therefore 
James Maxtone Graham, one of the 
directors of the company with 200, with 
the landowner William Murray Thriepland 
having 100, with the other directors having 
50 shares each. Graham’s family also seem 
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to have invested heavily in the company in 
this and succeeding share issues. By the 
end of 1915 total expenses for the company 
amounted to £701.12.0 of which £440.4.3 
were salaries, wages and management 
expenses, plant and furnishings £19.8.4, 
travelling expenses £55.6.7, engineer’s 
fee £21, insurance £15.7.0 and printing, 
stationery, etc £12.9.7, no profit was made 
and therefore no dividend was made. 

In January 1916 an additional 400 shares 
at £1 each were issued. By August 1916, the 
expenses rose to £1468.15.6 though they 
did manage to sell lead ore to the value of 
£81.11.8. Early in January 1917 an additional 
200 shares were issued, with a further 2880 
in June 1917. By August 1917, expenses 
had risen to £1927.16.0 but no lead ore 
was sold. By the end of December 1917 
the company had 1300 shares at £1 and 
2950 shares at 15/-, and of these only 200 
shares were paid with a royalty of £100. By 
August 1918, the expenses of the company 
had risen dramatically to £3552.9.7 with 
lead ore being sold to the value of £109.11.8 
an increase of only £28. By the 31st of 
December 1918, the company has issued 
4450 shares.

Noted in the share register of 1918 that 
the following Directors were also involved in 
other companies:
• William Stevenson Brown – Craigbank 
Electric Company Ltd (Chairman).
• Thomas Bennet Clark – Ocean, Accident & 
Guarantee Corporation Ltd, Sapon Ltd, and 
Scottish Equitable Life Assurance Society.
• James Maxtone Graham – British 
Settlement of South Africa Ltd, Scottish 
Canadian Mortgage Company Ltd, Scottish 
Mortgage Trust Company Ltd, and Scottish 
Trust & Loan Company of Ceylon, Ltd.

In April 1919 50 shares of £1 each were 
issued to the Mine Manager, Robert Stanners, 
with an address of Church Street, Halkirk, 
Caithness. By August 1919, the expenses 
rose to £4521.15.4 with no lead ore being 
sold. By August 1920, the expenses rose to 
£4937.3.7 with again no lead ore being sold.

On the 9 February 1921 upon an 
extraordinary general meeting held at 34 
Charlotte Square, Edinburgh and ratified on 

the 25th of February 1921, it was agreed 
that the company be wound up. Liquidator 
S. W. Murphy, Chartered Accountant was 
appointed. In a letter to Companies House 
in 1946, for the removal of the company 
name from the Register of Companies, 
the liquidator noted that the company was 
‘forced to close down for lack of further 
funds. There were no assets in the liquidation 
other than some plant on the ground which 
is derelict and has no realisable value.’ 
The reason for keeping the company open 
was if some other party was interested in 
starting the mine, and it was noted that on 
several occasions discussions were held 
with interested parties, even noting that 
visits were made to Toftingall but to no 
avail. Noted in letter that the last meeting of 
shareholders took place in March 1922. The 
Toftingall Syndicate Limited was advertised 
to be removed under the Companies Act of 
1929 in The Edinburgh Gazette of 5th March 
1948, and was finally removed from the 
Register of Companies three months later 
(The Edinburgh Gazette 8 June 1948, page 
262).

Overall the shareholders of the company 
are varied, mostly middle and upper classes 
with many being associated with the 
directors of the company as being in the 
business of stock trading. It is surprising that 
so many stayed with the company with it not 
being able to sell much lead and therefore 
return a profit. A short bibliography of some 
of the initial shareholders is as follows:

Edmund Berry (c1855-1932) son of Walter 
Oliphant Berry, Grain Merchant and Emily 
Hansen. His mother is recorded in the 1901 
Census as being born in Denmark; it may 
have been this reason for his being listed as 
Danish Consul as he probably spoke Danish 
learned from his mother. In 1891 Census as 
resident at 7 Belgrave Terrace, Edinburgh, 
occupation stated as Corn Merchant, aged 
36 with his wife Florence and daughters 
Florence and Emily and 4 servants. Not 
found in 1901 Census may have been 
abroad. In 1911 Census at same address 
with same occupation, with wife Florence G. 
and daughters Emily, Eleanor and Kathleen 
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and 4 servants. Died 11 April 1932 at same 
residence, with occupation stated as Grain 
Merchant (retired), wife Florence Gwyn 
Vivian. Reported that year in The Scotsman 
that he left estate to the value of £56,530.

William Stevenson Brown (c1872–1945) 
son of William Stevenson Brown, Accountant 
and Mary Gillies Munn. Recorded in Electoral 
Roll for 1893-1894 as being resident at 
Viewfield, Giffnock with occupation of Iron-
Tube Maker, by 1900 he was recorded as a 
Steel Spring Manufacturer. In 1911 Census 
as resident at 235 Albert Road, Langside, 
Cathcart with occupation as Mechanical 
Engineer Inspecting, wife Magda S. Brown 
nee Borag (born Sweden) with children Mary, 
Leonard and John with a single servant. 
Died 25 August 1945 at Parkleven, 12 
Hamilton Drive, Giffnock, Renfrewshire, with 
occupation stated as Engineer (retired).

Thomas Bennet Clark (c1856-1926) son of 
William Bennet Clark, Advocate and Marjory 
Georgina Dalzell. In 1911 Census as resident 
at Newmill House, Currie, Edinburgh with 
occupation stated as Chartered Accountant, 
with wife Annie Chalmers Hanna, and 
children Marjorie Elizabeth, Anne Chalmers, 
Thomas Archibald, and 5 servants. Died 16 
June 1926 at 77 Queens Street, Edinburgh, 
usual residence of 32 Buckingham Terrace, 
Edinburgh, occupation stated as above.

Alexander Knight Craighead (1867-1945) 
son of Alexander Craighead, Master Printer 
and Mary Henderson born at 57 Wales 
Street, Parish of St. Nicholas, Aberdeen 
on 19 December 1867. Recorded in 1901 
Census as resident at 8 Hillside Street, 
Leith with occupation stated as Chartered 
Accountant’s Clerk. In 1906 married Mary 
Millar Bourhill in the parish of Inveresk and 
Musselburgh. In 1911 Census resident 
at 2 Bellfield Avenue, Musselburgh, with 
occupation stated as Accountant, with wife 
Mary Miller and son Alexander Bowhill Knight 
Craighead. Died 4 May 1945 at Deaconess 
Hospital, Edinburgh, usual address stated 
as 105 Inverleith Row, Edinburgh. Worked 
his entire career principally for Maxtone, 

Graham & Sime, Accountants. Member 
of the Southern Light Opera Company, 
Edinburgh acting as Stage Manager in 1928, 
1933 and 1937. Associate of the Society 
of Accountants and Auditors. Died 4 May 
1945 in Deaconess Hospital, Edinburgh 
occupation stated on death certificate 
as Company Secretary and Accountant, 
married to Mary Millar Bourhill with address 
of 105 Inverleith Row, Edinburgh. Buried at 
Inveresk Cemetery, being commemorated 
on the Bourhill family headstone.

Ernest Archibald Davidson (c1854-1919) 
son of Henry Davidson, Muirhouse, Davidson 
Mains and Henrietta Swinton. Married 
Mary Emilia Paton, daughter of Frederick 
Paton, W.S in 1883. His older brother, 
Randall Davidson, was the Archbishop of 
Canterbury from 1903-1928. Commissioned 
a Lieutenant in The Edinburgh or Queen’s 
Regiment of Light Infantry in January 1877; 
resigned his commission in March 1879. 
Also had worked as a tea planter in Ceylon. 
Formerly owner of the Scottish Oriental 
Steamship Company which was sold to 
a firm in Bremen, Germany in 1901. The 
Company sailed ships from Hong Kong to 
Swatow and Bangkok. He retired from the 
company in 1891. In 1899 he became a 
Director of the Scottish Widow’s Fund, was 
Chairman of Directors in 1905-6 and 1917-
18. Died at Greywalls, Gullane, and buried at 
Dean Cemetery, Edinburgh.

James Maxtone Graham (1863-1940) son 
of James Francis Edward Maxtone Graham 
(1829-1901) 13th Laird of Cultoquhey 
and Redgorton, Perthshire and Caroline 
Mary Ann Russell (? – 1898). Chartered 
Accountant, Senior Partner of the firm of 
Maxtone, Graham and Sime CA, Edinburgh, 
London and Canada. Married Margaret 
Ethel Kingston Blair Oliphant (1861-1952) 
and had the following children – Ysenda 
Maxtone Graham (1895-1990), Rachel 
Caroline Maxtone Graham (1897-1977), 
Anthony James Oliphant Maxtone Graham 
(1900-1971) and Laurence Patrick Maxtone 
Graham (1903-1965). In 1934 was appointed 
Scottish Savings Committee Chairman. At 
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John Cameron (centre) with his senior staff and office clerks, Traffic Division, Atbara, c. 1940.

the time of his death he was Chairman of the 
Scottish National War Savings Committee, 
Chairman of the Scottish Mortgage and 
Trust Co Ltd, and Chairman of the Scottish 
Spitsbergen Syndicate Ltd (Formed in 1909 
to exploit mineral resources at Svalbard, 
Norway in particularly coal), Director of the 
Scottish Provident Institution, Director of 
the Scottish Tea and Lands Company of 
Ceylon Ltd. Was a Member of the King’s 
Bodyguard for Scotland (Royal Company of 
Archers). Buried Fowlis Wester Churchyard, 
Perthshire. Left estate of £26,821 in his will.

James Ivory (1861-1939) son of William 
Ivory, Sherriff of Inverness, Nairn and Elgin, 
being educated at Harrow and in Germany. 
In 1901 Census at 16 Coates Gardens, 
Edinburgh with occupation as Chartered 
Accountant. Husband of Florence Theodora 
Wyckoff (1871-1958) daughter of William 
Wycoff of New York they had married 6 
September 1897 at the British Consulate, 
Lausanne, Switzerland. The census indicated 
that they had 3 servants of a Cook, Tablemaid 
and Housemaid all born in the USA. Died at 
Laverochdale Hose, Colinton, Edinburgh on 
19 January 1939. At the time of his death he 
was Senior Partner of the firm Messrs Ivory 
& Sime, Chartered Accountants, 9 Charlotte 
Square, Edinburgh; A Director of the British 
Assets Trust, the Second British Assets Trust 
and of Standard Life Assurance Company. 
He established firm of Ivory & Sime in 1897 
taking control in 1907 when partner Thomas 
Watson Sime, returned to Canada. The 
British Assets Trust he had formed in 1895 
with £1500 by the time of his death in 1939 it 
was valued at £600,000. (Scotsman 21 Jan 
1939)

William Campbell Johnston (1860-1938) 
son of Henry Johnston, Surgeon in the 
Honourable East India Company’s Service. 
After being educated at Clifton College he 
became an apprentice John Cowan and 
James Dalmahoy in Edinburgh WS being 
admitted in 1885. In 1922 he became 
Collector of the Widows Fund, and was 
appointed Deputy Keeper of the Signet in 
1924 on the resignation of Sir George Paul—

an office which he held until his resignation 
in 1935. He received the Honorary Degree 
of LL.D. from the University of Edinburgh 
in 1928 and was knighted in 1934. He was 
admitted to the Fellowship of the Society 
in 1934. Director of the Commercial Bank 
of Scotland Ltd. and the Life Association of 
Scotland. Governor of Fettes College and 
of Keil College, Dumbarton, and was Clerk 
to the Governors of Morrisons Academy, 
Crieff. Member of the King’s Bodyguard for 
Scotland (Royal Company of Archers). 

Victor Albert Noel Paton (1862-1931) 
son of Sir Joseph Noel Paton (1821-1901) 
and Margaret Gourlay Ferrier (1852-1900). 
Writer to the Signet in 1887 apprenticed 
to James A. Jamieson, George Dalziel, 
James Craik and John W. Tod. Married to 
Eva Jemima Tod (1872-1930). President of 
the Speculative Society and author of the 
‘Masterton Papers 1660-1799’ which were 
published by the Scottish History Society in 
1892. Antiquarian and Fellow of the Society 
of the Antiquaries of Scotland writing notes 
on the vitrified Fort at Sannox, Arran and 
Pennymore, Loch Fyne published by the 
Society in 1928, he had entered as a fellow in 
1891. Was a subscriber to the excavations at 
the Roman Fort at Newstead in the Borders 
in 1911. An amateur sculptor having a piece 
exhibited at The Royal Scottish Academy 
Exhibition in 1902. Died at 15 Lennox Street, 
Edinburgh and left estate of £7178. Buried 
Dean Cemetery, Edinburgh.

Walter Charteris Ross KBE, CB, CMG 
(1857-1928) third son of Colonel George 
William Holmes Ross, DL and JP of 
Cromarty and Adelaide Lucy Davidson. He 
was commissioned in the Durham Light 
Infantry from the Militia in 1877. Married 
May Stewart 8 Jun 1887 at Kensington, 
Middlesex. He retired from the Army in 1908 
with the rank of colonel after a military career 
that had seen active service in the Afghan 
War (1878-9) and South Africa (1901-2), 
where he was badly wounded and also 
being Mentioned in Despatches three times. 
In September 1914, however, he was ‘dug 
out’ of retirement to command 152nd (1st 
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Highland) Brigade, 51st (Highland) Division 
TF until spring 1915. After a brief spell at 
home as GOC 214th Brigade, Ross spent 
the rest of the war in Salonika. Mentioned 
in Despatches four times during World War 
One. He was knighted in 1919. Second 
Marriage to Gertrude Hay Hill (1871-1951). 
Buried at St. Regulus Churchyard, Cromarty.

Edward Percy Stebbing (1872-1960) 
was a pioneering British forester and forest 
entomologist in India. First to warn of 
desertification and desiccation and wrote on 
“The Encroaching Sahara”. Wrote numerous 
books on India between 1899 and the 
1920’s. Member of the Indian Forest Service, 
Lecturer in Forestry and Head of the Forestry 
Department, University of Edinburgh since 
1910. During World War One served as a 
Transport Officer to a unit of the Scottish 
Women’s Hospitals going out to Salonika, to 
which he wrote a book on his experiences 
(At the Serbian Front in Macedonia 1917). 
Before the end of the war he had also 
visited Russia on the eve of the Bolshevik 
Revolution.

William Murray Triepland (1866-1942) 
was born William Scott-Kerr, second son of 
William Kerr of Sunlaws, Kelso and Chatto, 
Roxburgh. He assumed the name of Murray 
Thriepland in 1882 upon inheriting Fingask 
Castle, Perthshire and Dale House, Halkirk, 
Caithness from an Aunt. He joined the 
Grenadier Guards in 1887 and saw service 
in the Sudan in 1898 and during the Boer 
War in South Africa in 1899-1902. During 
World War One he commanded a battalion 
of the Welsh Guards to which he was made 
their Colonel in 1937. He was a member of 
the Guards Club, and of Edinburgh’s New 
Club. He married in 1899 Charlotte Eleanor, 
co-heiress of William Wyndham Lewis, Esq, 
of The Heath, and New House, Glamorgan. 
Buried at Dryburgh Abbey, same resting 
place as Field Marshall Douglas Haig.

Ethel Maud Blair Wilson nee Barclay 
(1862-1958) daughter of George Barclay, 
Grain Merchant and Elizabeth Frazer Berry 
born 24 January 1862 at 1 Carlton Terrace, 

Edinburgh. The widow of Dr Charles Blair-
Wilson, formerly of Clerkington, Haddington, 
whom she had married 6 August 1890 at 
Culross, Fife. Her husband died in Florence, 
Italy in 1894, he had formerly been educated 
at Fettes College and graduated from 
Edinburgh University in 1887. A former 
resident at the Edinburgh Royal Infirmary 
and Edinburgh Maternity Hospital. Worked 
abroad and settled in Florence, where 
his father was a doctor. In 1911 Census 
resident at 8 Dean Park Crescent, Edinburgh 
with daughter Esther J and 2 servants, 
occupation stated as Private Means. Her 
only son Major Charles Blair-Wilson, 42nd 
Battalion Royal Highlanders of Canada was 
killed in World War One on the 15 September 
1916 and was buried at the Albert Communal 
Cemetery Extension on the Somme, France. 
He had immigrated to Canada in May 1914. 
Died 14 August 1958 at Knockleith House, 
Auchterless, Aberdeen

Through the successive share registers 
and successive share issues, the company 
records indicate that the mine was never 
profitable with operating costs far exceeding 
sales. No explanation is given in the 
Company’s returns for the failure of the mine 
and its mining operations, but not the lack 
of capital or investors. Was it the lack of 
lead ore in the mine? Was it due to the end 
of the First World War? Was this a factor in 
its demise or was it just because it did not 
make a profit? 

Sources
• National Records of Scotland BT2/9237 
Toftingall Syndicate Ltd.
• National Records of Scotland Valuation 
Rolls for the County of Caithness 1917-
1918; 1918-1919 and 1919-1920.
• The Edinburgh Gazette, 8 June 1948, 
p.262.
• The Northern Times, 25 October 1917.
• Wilson, G V, Special Reports on the Mineral 
Resources of Great Britain Vol. XVIII – The 
Lead, Zinc, Copper and Nickel Ores of 
Scotland. (Memoirs of the Geological Survey 
of Scotland, HMSO, 1920) p.114.
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OPENING UP THE DEFENCES 
OF FORT GEORGE
If you live in or around Inverness and look 
eastwards to the Moray Firth you can not 
help but see the low, strong profile of Fort 
George on its peninsula beyond Ardersier.  
I have always looked at it with especial 
interest.  

Among papers left to me was a memoir 
written by my great-grandfather (in 1919, 
when he was 83) in which he recorded 
recollections of his own life and of his 
ancestry.  These included a small piece 
about Henry Evans - “Captain Henry Evans 
of the Royal Artillery (who) lived at Horton 
in Kent.  Afterwards at Fort George, latterly 
in Edinburgh.  He was twice married, first 
to…Rebecca…and secondly to Helen 
Ewing …I believe that Captain Evans was 
wounded in the battle of Minden….”  Using 
a family Bible (now lost) he listed details of 
the name, birth and baptism of Evans’s nine 
children, most of whom had been born at 
Fort George.  It was apparent that Rebecca 
had died there and that Evans had quickly 
remarried.  

One of Evans’s daughters born at Fort 
George had married a Peter Johnston in 
Edinburgh in 1809 and my great-grandfather 
had tried to find out more about his own 
great-grandfather.  A former army officer 
of his acquaintance, using a published 
list of Royal Artillery officers (which I now 
know to have been Askwith’s “List of 
Officers of the Royal Regiment of Artillery 
1716 – 1899”) sent him a letter telling 
him the essential facts of Henry Evans’s 
career.  He had entered the Royal Artillery 
as a matross (a type of assistant gunner) 
in 1756, was promoted 2nd Lieutenant in 
1761, 1st Lieutenant in 1765, joined the 
Invalid Battalion in January 1771 and died in 
Edinburgh in 1797.  And that was all.

The Challenge
Many questions entered my mind.  Why 
was Evans referred to as “Captain” – even 

in some Old Parish Records - when there 
seemed to be no official evidence that he 
had held that rank?  In a career lasting 
forty years, where had he served other than 
at Minden (which in any case could have 
been a family myth)? When and why did he 
first come to Fort George?  How was the 
Royal Artillery organised? What would his 
duties have involved? What was life like at 
Fort George? How would he have met his 
second wife? And many more questions.  
Today, some three years on, I have almost 
more information than I can handle, and I 
have the answers to many of the questions.  

I checked and even extended the 
information about the Scottish part of the 
family using the Scotlandspeople website 
(www.scotlandspeople.gov.uk), and locally 
by consulting the Ardersier Parish Records 
on microfim in the Inverness Library at 
Farraline Park.  The Highland Family 
History Society’s monumental inscriptions 
publication for the Ardersier Kirkton 
cemetery told me that Rebecca Evans was 
buried there and I visited the site to see the 
inscription for myself.  

The Kent connection was going to be 
more challenging, but luck – with a little help 
– came to the rescue.  Having reached the 
‘brick wall’ in other areas of my research, 
I had decided to Google some of the 
more unusual names, including Greville 
Ewing, brother of Henry Evans’s second 
wife.  I found a two-year-old posting, got 
in touch, and the result was that I found 
myself exchanging e-mails with Tasmania 
in the person of a fifth cousin descended 
from another Ewing sibling, and a keen 
genealogist.  She had already researched 
the Evans family and I was soon the 
beneficiary of her work.  Henry Evans had 
come from a landed but now impoverished 
family in Kent and perhaps necessity 
and the proximity of the Royal Artillery 
headquarters at Woolwich were deciding 

By Hamish Johnston
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OPENING UP THE DEFENCES 
OF FORT GEORGE

factors in his choice of career.  Incidentally, 
one of my own speculative internet postings 
about someone in a different branch of the 
family produced a contact from another 
hitherto unknown distant cousin that 
opened another door in the wall.

The obvious first place to go for 
information on the military side of Evans’s 
life was the Regimental Museum at Fort 
George.  They were very helpful but the 
museum holds surprisingly little information 
about the Artillery. However, I was able to 
study Col. Angus Fairrie’s “The Story of Fort 
George” published from 1984 onwards in 
20+ parts in the magazine of the Queen’s 
Own Highlanders. This provided much 
valuable contextual information about the 
construction of, and contemporary life at, 
Fort George.  Importantly I was also able to 
search for Henry Evans in the contemporary 
published Lists of Army Officers.

The other obvious starting point was the 
Royal Artillery Museum at Woolwich.  My 
original contact was the librarian who sent 
me a reading list.  This included “History of 
the Royal Regiment of Artillery” by Captain 
Francis Duncan, first published in1879 and 
still the standard (if flawed) work.  The key 
recommendation was “Battery Records 
of the Royal Artillery 1716 – 1859” by Lt. 
Col. M.E.S. Laws published in 1952.  This 
catalogues the location, month by month, 
and year by year, of every company in the 
Royal Artillery.  But how was I to find Henry 
Evans?  The answer was to use the same 
primary source as Laws – the regimental 
Muster Rolls.  These were completed every 
month for every company and listed every 
officer and man.  They were accompanied 
by a monthly Pay List on which each officer 
and man signed for his pay – I was to 

find that surprisingly few needed to use a 
witnessed ‘mark’.

The original Muster Rolls and Pay Lists 
for the Royal Regiment of Artillery are held 
at the National Archives at Kew. These 
records appear to be complete and are 
bound mainly in six-month batches.  There 
are several hundred volumes, but my 
information narrowed the search to the 
years between 1756 and 1797.  I was able 
to track Evans’s career in great detail – the 
companies in which he served, locations 
and his leave and sickness.  The work 
involved was usually straightforward but 
time-consuming.  I am now working through 
some of the Fort George years I skipped 
and by the time I finish I will have spent 
almost two weeks at the National Archives.

What did I find out?  A lot about the Royal 
Artillery in Scotland and at Fort George, and, 
of course, about Henry Evans himself.

Henry Evans
I now know that Henry Evans progressed 
quickly through the lower officer ranks 
during the Seven Years War (1756 – 1763) 
when Great Britain, allied with Prussia, 
fought and ultimately prevailed in central 
Germany against Russia and Austria in the 
east, and France in the West.  In contrast 
to the Foot and Cavalry regiments, Artillery 
commissions could not be bought but were 
achieved on merit.  

In July 1758 Evans, now promoted 
Lieutenant Fireworker, was involved in one 
of the very first actions of the war when, in 
a move to take pressure off the Prussians, a 
British expedition landed in northern France 
and attempted to seize St. Malo.  It was 
then decided that British forces should be 
sent to the main theatre of war in Germany 

The exterior of the Artillery accommodation
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to help the Prussian forces that were being 
squeezed from both sides.    

Evans was in the initial Artillery force 
that landed in Bremen in July 1758.  I 
established that he did indeed participate 
in the crucial battle of Minden in August  
1759 but I think that if he was wounded it 
must have been very superficial:  the Pay 
Lists for the months after the battle show 
that he signed for his pay as usual, and he 
continued to appear in the monthly Muster 
Rolls with no references to sickness or 
leave.  The Muster Rolls told me that apart 
from a few months’ leave Evans served in 
Germany throughout the Seven Years War.  I 
was able to plot his whereabouts on a map 
and then work out the actions Evans had 
been involved in from Sir Reginald Savory’s 
“His Britannic Majesty’s Army in Germany 
during the Seven Years War”, a detailed 
military history that also provided insights 
into what life was like for the participants.  

Evans, by now promoted 2nd Lieutenant, 
married Rebecca Hornsby in July 1763 
between returning from Germany in June 
1763 and a new posting in August 1763 
to St Phillips Castle at Port Mahon in 
Minorca, then a major British naval base 
in the Mediterranean.  While there he was 
promoted 1st Lieutenant and returned to 
Britain in April 1766 before, in October, he 
was sent to St Marks Castle, St Augustine 
in Florida.  He returned to Woolwich in June 
1769.  Minorca and Florida would have been 
quiet postings after the end of the Seven 
Years War and before the American War of 
Independence.  

The Royal Regiment of Artillery was 
reorganised soon after Evans returned to 
Britain.  Instead of each Battalion carrying 
its own Invalids – older, sick and wounded 
men – it was decided to group them into 
Invalid battalions, whose companies were 
given garrison duties. It is not clear why 
Evans transferred to the Invalids.  He was 
only 38, and many of his contemporaries 
continued to develop their career beyond 
this age.  His career had developed well 
from a distinguished start, and the Muster 
Rolls show that his service was unbroken 
by sickness.  Whatever the reason, in 1771 

Evans found himself posted to Fort George, 
where he was to spend the remaining 26 
years (two thirds) of his career until, ailing, 
he went to Edinburgh for medical care 
but died there, still on the Muster Roll, in 
November 1797.

The Muster Rolls are a rich source of 
factual information, and not just about 
officers – every man of every rank can be 
tracked.  The Muster Rolls and Pay Lists 
are accounting documents and so are 
sometimes supplemented by notes and 
supporting paperwork that provide further 
insights into the running of the organisation 
as well as the affairs of individuals.   For 
example, urgent private business required 
Evans to return to Britain during his posting 
to Minorca, and money he borrowed from 
his Captain to pay for his passage was 
subsequently deducted from his pay.  

Fort George and the Artillery
But what about the Artillery at Fort George 
and in Scotland in the 18th century? 

In 1707, after the Union of Scotland and 
England, the Board of Ordnance established 
a ‘train of artillery’ (guns, men, horses and 
equipment) in Scotland initially at Edinburgh, 
Stirling and Fort William.  This ‘train’ was 
succeeded by a company of the Royal 
Regiment of Artillery some time after the 
Regiment was founded in 1715.  The Board 
based the company at Perth, a suitable 
strategic location in the centre of Scotland 
given the continuing threat of Jacobite 
rebellion.  The Board acquired what was 
formerly the mansion and grounds of the 
Earl of Gowrie, the site of a conspiracy 
against King James VI in 1600. The building 
has long since been demolished, but it 
stood on the west bank of the river Tay at 
the end of what is now South Street North. 

There were also several manned forts in 
Scotland at this time - at Edinburgh, Stirling, 
Dumbarton, Fort William and Fort Augustus.  
Such artillery as they possesed was 
supervised by a master gunner who would 
as often as not depended on infantrymen to 
operate the guns unless trained men were 
seconded from Perth, or in later years from 
Fort George.
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Fort George was built in the years 
following the 1745/6 Jacobite rebellion 
that ended with the Battle of Culloden.  It 
was initially manned with gunners, etc., 
outposted from Perth until around 1764 
when it became the home of a regular 
service company of the Royal Regiment of 
Artillery.  There were now separate monthly 
musters at Perth and Fort George.  During 
this period the Fort George company was 
the same size as that at Perth (54 officers 
and men) and some distinguished officers 
held the Artillery command, including the 
legendary Forbes Macbean, who pioneered 
the use of mobile artillery on the battlefield.

In 1771 the Invalid companies were 
created, one of which was to man Fort 
George until 1817.  This change lowered the 
status of the Fort George Artillery company 
- as well as being manned by Invalids it was 
now always smaller than the Perth company.  
For example, in January 1779 Perth had 
a complement of 106, while that of Fort 
George was 52 as follows. 

• 1 Captain (absent in America)
• 1 First Lieutenant (Henry Evans)
• 1 Second Lieutenant
• 1 Sergeant 
• 1 Corporal
• 3 Bombardiers 
• 6 Gunners 
• 37 Matrosses 
• 1 Drummer 

Half the Artillery manpower of Fort 
George was outposted that month: five 
at Fort Augustus, five at Fort William, two 
in England, three each at Cowes Castle, 
Woolwich and Edinburgh Castle, and one 
each at Dumbarton Castle and Berwick.  
The Perth and Fort George companies 
shared responsibility for providing trained 
men for the other Scottish forts – Perth 
tended to support Edinburgh, Stirling and 
Dumbarton, and Fort George supported 
Fort William and Fort Augustus.  Such 
outpostings happened right from the start 
of the Invalid company’s posting to Fort 
George.   

The first Captain of the Invalid company 

at Fort George was William Macleod who in 
fact was serving in America for the first ten 
years from 1771.  He resumed command of 
his company in November 1781 but died in 
April 1782.  Between June and November 
1782 two more captains were appointed 
briefly but never took up the command.  In 
December 1782 Captain Agar Weetman was 
appointed but he was serving elsewhere for 
eleven years until January 1794 when he 
assumed personal command at Fort George 
only to die in October 1795 after a six-
month illness. Captain John Goll succeeded 
Weetman in 1796 and was in command 
when Henry Evans fell ill and then died in 
Edinburgh in November 1797.  

These lengthy absences explain why 
Evans was referred to as “Captain” 
when he was only ever a 1st Lieutenant.  
He was in charge of Captain Barrett’s 
company throughout his 2½ year spell at 
St Augustine, and for at least 23 of the 
26 years he spent at Fort George when 
Macleod and Weetman were serving 
elsewhere.  This includes 28th August 
1773 when Dr Samuel Johnson and James 
Boswell visited Fort George.  They both 
described their impressions of Fort George, 
Johnson in his “Journey to the Western 
Islands of Scotland”, and Boswell more 
extensively in his “Journal of a Tour to the 
Hebrides with Samuel Johnson, LL.D”.  It is 
possible that Henry Evans was among the 
officers present at the dinner described by 
Boswell.  

If you visit Fort George you see the 
exterior of the Artillery accommodation 
facing you on the left as you emerge from 
the tunnel onto the parade ground.  The 
Artillery officers and their families lived in 
the pavilion building at the right end of the 
North Staff Block.  The grander left-hand 
end block was the Governor’s House and 
the NCOs and men of the Artillery and 
their families lived in the central, arcaded 
block. The officers at least were not unduly 
crowded – for most of the time there were 
only two officers present.

The 1790 “Statistical Account of 
Scotland” includes a description of 
Ardersier parish written by the minister, 
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Mr. Price Campbell, who baptised some 
of Henry Evans’s children, possibly in the 
Fort’s chapel that had been completed 
by then.  Of Fort George Campbell wrote: 
“The garrison of Fort-George, exclusive of 
the marching regiment stationed in it, but 
including 3 companies of invalids, consists 
of 496 souls, of whom 246 males, and 250 
females”. The Royal Artillery company would 
have been one of these three companies.  
With the marching regiments, the total 
number of people at Fort George would 
have exceeded 1000.  From this description 
it is clear that the Fort’s permanent staff 
constituted an integrated community of 
families. 

Some aspects of everyday life in the 
Artillery in 18th century Scotland are 
brought to life by the accounting papers 
filed with the Muster Rolls and Pay Lists. 
The Royal Regiment of Artillery was a highly 
centralised, bureaucratic organisation run 
from London.  It employed a firm of civilian 
agents/accountants, called the Paymaster, 
to whom the commanding officer submitted 
detailed itemised claims.  It appears that 
he either paid personally for his company’s 
expenses and for the maintenance of the 
buildings, or else carried a float of money 
that had to be topped up.  If his claims were 
approved (which was not always the case) 
these were then paid, and the officer signed 
for receipt of the payment.  This system was 
probably effective in controlling expenditure.  
The Paymaster in turn evidenced his 
expenditure to the Board of Ordnance for 
payment.  The men were paid monthly in 
cash, pay being calculated on a rate per 
day. 

Permission had to be sought for any 
expenditure outwith the established 
procedures. In 1764 the Artillery at Fort 
George was commanded by Lieut-Colonel 
Forbes Macbean, one of the heroes of 
Minden and greatest of Royal Artillery 
officers.  Even he had to seek permission 
to incur expenditure on training.  In April 
that year he wrote: “I beg leave to mention 
that as the fine season advances it will be 
necessary to keep the men of my company 
in the practice of the long-gun and mortar 

exercises, and therefore hope that you will 
be pleased to issue the necessary orders 
to the storekeeper at Fort George to deliver 
what stores you may think requisite for that 
purpose’.  The outcome of his request is not 
known.

Routine accounts cover such things as:
• military supplies (e.g. carriage of barrels 
of powder from Edinburgh Castle to Perth; 
fuses for the mortar practice; hay for 
wadding for the guns at target exercises; 
paper for carbine cartridges for platoon 
exercise);
• maintenance of the barracks (e.g brooms 
for the barracks; sweeping the barracks 
chimneys; tinning and repairing of the 
barracks kettles); 
• repair of equipment (e.g. wheeler’s bill for 
making three new shafts and finding wood 
for the same; iron work made and repaired 
to the several artillery carriages; ‘6 dozen 
of key thongs to the linche pins for want of 
which several of the linche pins had been 
lost of the several carriages’);
• heating and lighting (e.g coal and candles 
for the officers and barracks - the officers 
got cotton wick candles, and the barracks, 
guard and infirmary got tow wick candles – 
presumably of lower quality);  
• administration (e.g postage, and paper for 
muster rolls); 
• transport and travel (e.g cash paid ferrying 
a party and baggage for England over the 
ferry at Kinghorn; expenses ‘when attending 
the Commander in Chief to the forts in North 
Britain and returning with his lordship’; 
excess costs ‘for the detachments of Forts 
William and Augustus crossing the rivers 
of Spey and Tay, the great snows in the 
mountains having obliged them to march by 
way of Inverness’);
• clothing (at the end of each year each 
company paid its NCOs and men an annual 
‘cloathing’ allowance).  

There is no evidence of food acquisition 
in any of the expenditure accounts: this 
suggests that the officers and men were 
responsible for buying their own rations 
from their pay.

The health of the men was also attended 
to.  The records show that there was an 
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infirmary at the Perth barracks, and that a 
nurse was employed to work there.  The 
nurse’s quarterly pay in 1756 was £4-11s-
0d, about the same as a matross.  A bill 
for medical services provided to the Fort 
George Artillery company by the surgeon 
of the 7th Regiment of Foot from February 
to May 1769 gives some insight into the 
medical needs and care of the company.  
These appear to be of a very everyday 
nature, but another bill, from Plymouth 
in 1758 when Britain was at war, records 
fractures and injuries no doubt incurred 
during training sessions.

What next?
Despite my extensive findings, which can 
only be touched upon in this article, I still 
have much more research to do before I can 
feel that I have finished the job.  For me a 
family tree is but a skeleton: to connect with 
the people you need to restore flesh to the 
bones by finding out as much as possible 
about their lives and the context of those 
lives.

Inevitably you start with secondary 
literature.  There are general and specialist 
histories galore but it is a matter of luck 
whether an academic or a retired officer has 
written in detail about one’s pet subject.  Sir 
Reginald Savory’s “His Britannic Majesty’s 
Army in Germany during the Seven Years 
War” was just what I needed, but so far I 
have not found much on Minorca or on pre-
War of Independence America. 

Even when someone has written a book 
it is still a matter of luck whether the author 
has selected examples that refer to your 
favoured individual or his regiment or 
company or whatever.  For this reason I am 
increasingly turning to primary sources, but 
experience shows that to avoid drowning 
in detail you need to do as much advance 
homework as possible.  Time and patience 
are limited commodities even for retired 
people.

Librarians and archivists are always 
helpful people and are essential for 
accessing closed catalogues and advising 
on where to look when you are on unfamiliar 
ground.  But nothing beats DIY when 
it comes to doing the actual search of 

catalogues: only you know what is relevant 
to your enquiries.  I have found that online 
searches of catalogues such as those of the 
National Library of Scotland, the National 
Archives of Scotland, and the National 
Archives (Kew) produce plenty of good 
quality results to pursue.  Securing obscure 
published books is usually easy using the 
Inter Library Loan scheme: you pay only for 
the postage.  The only but very occasional 
inconvenience I have encountered is a 
condition imposed by some lenders that the 
book be consulted only at your chosen local 
library.

When you do find a relevant book then 
close examination of footnotes and the 
bibliography will often yield some gems 
to pursue.  This can become a profitable 
iterative process as one book leads to 
another.  With books written by currently 
practising academics you can e-mail the 
author and often get a helpful reply.

The online map library of the National 
Library of Scotland is a wonderful resource 
for bringing history to life, especially the 
plans of towns where your people lived - 
www.nls.uk/maps/index.html.  In fact, even 
spontaneous online searches for names 
and topics can yield something useful or 
worth pursuing.  Such a search by my 
Tasmanian cousin answered the question 
about whether Henry Evans’s wife would 
have accompanied him abroad.  She found 
a register of births and christenings 1768 - 
1770 in the town and garrison of Pensacola 
that revealed plenty of births to the wives of 
British soldiers stationed there.

Finally, local accessible resources are 
available for filling out social history in our 
own area.  At the Farraline Park Reference 
Library I found such things as “A Survey 
of the Province of Moray; Historical, 
Geographical and Political” (1798), the 
“Statistical Accounts”, “The Northern 
Meeting” by Angus Fairrie, (1988) and 
“The Northern Highlands in the Nineteenth 
Century” by James Barron, (1903) which 
uses local newspapers published between 
1807 and 1841 to plot the history and 
events of the Northern Highlands of 
Scotland. 
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BYNAMES AND ALIASES
I was recently asked by a researcher if I 

could shed some light on a particular family 
“alias” in Resolis, the parish records of which 
I have been investigating for many years. 
It started me thinking about bynames and 
aliases generally, and how they can hinder 
(and sometimes help) family history research.

A century ago and less, bynames were 
very common, and it might come as a 
surprise to a researcher to find that their 
antecedent, to give a few Resolis examples, 
was more commonly known as “Helluvajaw” 
(a Maclennan who complained of terrible 
toothache), “the Cloocht” or “Donald the 
Cloocht” (this Donald Macrae had a crooked 
hand), “the Gunner” (the joiner who had 
sadly lost an eye and was cruelly named 
after an old comic character “the One-Eyed 
Gunner”), “Pookandraw” (named after a 
farm) or “Kennuck the Deer” (a famous/
infamous Resolis character about whom 
stories abound, with his byname associated 
with his employment as a gamekeeper). My 
own grandfather, Murdo McKay of Alness 
Ferry, was known as “Murdo Cute”, but I 
have never found out the story behind it.

I’m transcribing the trial papers for the 
1843 Resolis Riot and subsequent jail-
breaking at Cromarty at present and it is 
quite entertaining to see repeated such 
a byname in official papers - “Appeared 
Robert Hogg (alias) Property Fisherman in 
Cromarty unmarried aged forty three years”.

The benefit to family historians is that 
the byname can act as an identifier. For 
example, it can be useful when confronted 
with a dozen men in a parish with the same 
given name of Alexander Macdonald that 
your antecedent was commonly known as 
“Exactly” (as in this Alexander Macdonald 
who had a shop at Bruich Glass and 
received his name from a trick he had of 
always adding “Exactly” in his speech).

Of course, identifying the right person 
out of many with the same name was one 
of the main reasons for the byname in the 
first instance. A slavish regard to the local 
family naming pattern, and a limited range of 
Christian names used locally anyway, gave 
rise to a depressingly short list of naming 

options.
The naming pattern can be responsible 

for the need for a byname even within a 
family. The pattern is said to be that the first 
boy is named after the husband’s father, 
the second boy after the wife’s father, the 
third boy after the father, the first girl after 
the wife’s mother, the second girl after the 
husband’s mother and the third girl after 
the mother. If followed rigidly, the practice 
can result in the same name occurring more 
than once in a generation. My own family of 
Mackays once had three daughters all called 
Catherine; one sadly died in infancy but the 
other two were known as Katie Mhor and 
Katie Beag to distinguish them.

However, the byname wasn’t just to 
distinguish a person - it could be  used for 
humorous purposes or as a put-down to a 
family. There was a farming family known 
locally as the “Cocodaws” and I am told that 
this came about as the farmer concerned 
was putting on airs. One evening, when 
some of his early cronies were visiting, a 
child appeared from the kitchen to ask in an 
unexpectedly refined voice “Will you have 
tea, Dad, or cocoa, Dad,” and the family was 
known as the “Cocodaws” from then on.

Now, on the more serious issue of the 
“alias”. Why were some families consistently 
given an alternative name? I set out here 
extracts from the Resolis Kirk Session 
Records or Registers from the 18th and 19th 
centuries. The same can be found in other 
parishes at the time. These examples show 
the difficulties that such aliasing can give to 
family historians.

The worst case scenario is that the 
registers were sometimes completed with 
just the alias, with no clue given that it is 
the alias being used. So if you are missing 
a connection, it could be because for that 
generation your antecedent’s alias was used 
in the parish register without reference to the 
term “alias”.

A few simple examples to start with to 
give a feeling for the issue: “28 Mar 1766 
Donald Munro son to Alexander Munro (alias 
Skinner) fisher in Balblair”, “13 Nov 1767 
Hugh Ferguson alias Gow shoemaker in 

By Jim Mackay
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Kinbeachie”, “11 Nov 1768 William Mckenzie 
pensioner in the Bog of Newmiln & Isobel 
Mackenzie daughter to Donald Mckenzie 
alias McConchie maler there” and “13 Jan 
1769 John Fraser alias McIntyre shoemaker 
at Ferrytoun”.

Now, a few examples where we can start 
exploring the background.

“placed on the first class William 
Macdonald alias Taylor in Castle Craig” 
(there are several instances in the Resolis 
records of “Macdonald alias Taylor” in 
relation to this specific family at Castle Craig, 
so it appears in this case to be family-
specific. The occasional Macdonald alias 
Taylor used elsewhere in the parish therefore 
points to that Macdonald belonging to this 
specific family.)

“The Session agreeably to their resolution 
of Last meeting proceeded to take up the 
case of George Gordon Smith Surgeon in 
Cromarty and Margaret MacInnear alias 
Widow Munro for a Relapse in fornication” 
(this alias may be self-explanatory - Margaret 
MacInnear would have been the lady’s 
maiden name but she had married a Munro, 
now deceased)

“Peggy McDonald alias Caundach an 
unmarried woman” (however, no such 
explanation can be provided here where the 
lady was unmarried)

“Thereafter the Session proceeded to take 
up a delation for fornication given in against 
Anne Macdonald alias Macgillichalum, a 
widow” (hmm, was the alias her maiden 
name, her married name or a different name 
altogether?)

“Anne Cameron alias McKiddy at Gordons 
Mills delated for a Dilapse in Fornication” 
(many Camerons in Resolis were aliased as 
Mackiddy or McKeddie)

“On examining the poors Roll for 1830 
the Session find that four persons died 
during the Currency of the year viz Donald 
Cameron Mackiddy on the first Class” (here 
the record has omitted the alias and run the 
two alternatives of Cameron and Mackiddy 
together)

“The Communicants Roll for this year 
was ordered to be recorded and is as 
follows. I Male Heads of Families. Cameron, 
(Mackiddy) William Tenant in Ferryhouse 

unmarried” (and here the alias is given in 
brackets)

“Barbara Mackinzie alias Bayne delated 
for Fornication” and “Anne Fraser alias 
McIntyre” (no good reason for these)

“Janet Murray Wife of Donald McDonald 
alias Caundach in Drimdaire” (the name 
Caundach or Contach, along with other 
unusual names, died out in Resolis, and I 
wonder if it was the practice of alias which 
caused this?)

“That Peter Warren, alias McDonald in 
Diruthbeag Parish of Cromdale is the Father 
of her Pregnancy” (demonstrating an alias 
outwith the parish)

“the Father of Elizabeth alias Elspat 
Munro’s illegitimate child” (this alias is fair 
enough, and Elizabeth alias Betsy or Abigail 
alias Abby quite understandable)

“18 Dec 1769 Thomas Fraser al. Macintyre 
maler in Ferritown & Isobel Ferguson - 
Isobel” (here the marriage register shows 
Fraser to be the legitimate son of another 
Fraser, so why the alias?)

I have cudgelled my brain to come up with 
reasons for such aliasing. A wife or widow 
might have as an alias her maiden name, as 
in some examples given. An illegitimate child 
might be given the mother’s surname with 
the imputed father as an alias. A sept of a 
clan might perhaps be given the alias of the 
clan name as in “Bain alias Mackay”.

One definite reason for aliasing is to give 
the “patronymick Surname” as in the case 
below (OED: “A patronymic name; a name 
derived from that of a father or ancestor; a 
family name”). This would appear to be the 
reason for some (but not all) other aliasing in 
Resolis.

My inquirer specifically wished to know 
why the names Cameron and McKiddy or 
Mackeddie seemed to be confused in the 
Resolis registers. I was able to find this 
helpful section on use of the “patronimick 
Surname” in the Kirk Session records.

“At the Church of Resolis the 3rd day 
of November 1834. An application at this 
meeting was made to the Session by 
Christian Cameron residing at Jemima 
Ville respecting an extract which She had 
received from the Clerk of the Baptism of 
her brother David Cameron out of the parish 



18   www.highlandfamilyhistorysociety.org18   www.highlandfamilyhistorysociety.org

Register of baptisms of date Augt 1796 & in 
which her brother’s surname is erroneously 
inserted. She further stated, that the real 
surname of her & of her brothers family and 
forefathers is Cameron, but that from the first 
of them who came to reside in this Country 
they Received the patronimick Surname 
of Mackiddy; That after the Baptism of her 
brother David in the year above mentioned 
her father authorised the Kirk Officer to 
get her brother’s baptism registered & that 
the Kirk Officer had given to the Clerk of 
Session the surname of Mackiddy instead of 
Cameron & which was accordingly inserted, 
consequently that the extract which She 
has now received from the Clerk of her 
brothers baptism & in which he is designated 
Mackiddy & not Cameron will not answer 
the purpose for which her brother at present 
demands such extract. It being consistent 
with the Sessions proper knowledge that 
the said David Cameron & his family & 
forefathers were really of the surname of 

Cameron & not Mackiddy they therefore 
unanimously resolved to correct this Clerical 
Error in the Register by erasing the surname 
Mackiddy with the pen & putting the 
surname of Cameron in place of writing the 
said name of Cameron on the Margin & duly 
attested by their Moderator and Clerk.”

The inevitable conclusion is that aliases 
were sometimes used in the Registers 
instead of the real name. Where you suspect 
this may have been the case, close study 
of aliases for your family name in Registers 
and other source material may be required to 
establish the truth.

Has anyone studied aliasing generally 
across the Highlands or in other parishes? 
Any further insights into aliases would be 
welcomed for later feedback to the Journal.

Jim Mackay, Firichean House, Cullicudden, 
Dingwall IV7 8LL
JimMackay111@hotmail.com

Have you ever spent time searching 
for the old family homestead to no avail? 
A quaint stone cottage with a wisp of 
smoke trailing from the chimney was the 
vision that I had in mind when searching 
for my grandfather’s highland home.  The 
end result was certainly not what I had 

expected. A landmark provided the clue.
My grandfather, Allan Beaton was born 

on Midcoul farm in Petty, Inverness-shire in 
1893. When my husband and I first visited 
the area in 2002, I had secretly hoped to 
locate the family cottage and return to 
Canada armed with photos for my father, 

MY GNARLY FAMILY TREE
By Laurel Lahay

Remnants of Midcoul cottage with tree c1939
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Robert Beaton.  From our rental car, we 
spotted a couple of old stone cottages 
at Midcoul farm and we wondered if 
one of these buildings was the Beaton 
abode. According to the census returns, 
the cottage was located at the Cotts of 
Midcoul with the farms of Drumine and 
Culblair nearby. This was our first clue 
as to the location of the cottage as the 
Midcoul farmer’s house 
and the other cottages 
that we had come across 
were situated at the west 
end of the farm and not 
close to Drumine which 
bordered the east side of 
the farm. On a whim, we 
visited Brian Hepburn, 
the congenial farmer at 
Midcoul but at that time, 
he too was unaware of the 
location of the old cottage. 
Regrettably, we failed to 
mention “The Cotts” when 
we were speaking with him.

The following day, I 
visited the Highland Family 
History Library where 

John Durham suggested that I look at 
the valuation rolls and Ordnance Survey 
maps in the Archive Room of the Inverness 
Public Library.  This was good advice and I 
discovered that the last notation that listed 
the Beatons on the valuation roll for Midcoul 
was from 1911-1912. My g.g. grandfather, 
Allan Beaton had first moved his family 
from Inverness to Midcoul between 1851 

Painting of 
ruins and tree 
by Marilyn Hilsden

The cottage and ‘gnarled tree’ in winter 2002
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and 1861. His wife’s family (surname 
McKillican) originated from the Midcoul / 
Croy area. Thankfully, while at the archives, 
I also found a good map with a scale of 6 
inches to the mile which had been surveyed 
in 1869.  Situated close to the farms of 
Drumine and Culblair and clearly marked in 
the center of the Midcoul field was a small 
cluster of buildings near a well. I suspected 
that this may have been “The Cotts of 
Midcoul” but I had no concrete evidence.  
Disappointed, I returned to Canada without 
knowing the exact location of my Beaton 
ancestral home.

Upon my return to Canada, and after 
further correspondence with Brian Hepburn 
and William Rose of Midcoul Farms, I 
learned that there were some stone ruins at 
the suspected location in the Midcoul farm 
field.  With bated breath, I sent a roll of film 
to Brian and one cold winter day, he kindly 
set out across the farm with camera in hand 
and took pictures of the remnants of a wall 
situated beside a scraggly weather worn 
tree. After viewing the photos, I wondered 
if this diminutive wall was my cottage? I 
suspected so but did not know for certain.

A few months later, after putting a query 
in the H.F.H.S. journal, I was elated to 
receive an e-mail from John McKay in 
Nairn who had also been researching the 
same Beaton family.  He provided me with 
an extensive family tree and a picture of 
my grandfather’s uncle, James Beaton, 
standing beside remnants of the Beaton 
cottage prior to 1939.  The cottage was 
uninhabited and in partial ruins but was still 
standing. A later photo showed a distant 
view of the dilapidated cottage but lo and 
behold, there was the same gnarly old tree 
that had appeared in Brian Hepburn’s 2002 
winter photos!  Since the deciduous tree 
stood alone in the middle of the field, there 
was no mistaking it for another tree. It had 
a unique shape and bore the same scraggly 
branches.  Finally I had the proof I needed.  
The scraggly old tree was the landmark that 
pieced the puzzle together.

In 2005 with proof in hand, my husband 
and I again visited Inverness-shire and 

Brian Hepburn at the Midcoul farm.  Brian 
informed us that the field in question was 
named “The Cotts.” With excitement 
building, we piled into Brian’s truck, and 
bumped over the fertile land in search of 
the cottage remnants.  When I spied the 
old tree, my heart skipped a beat and I 
really felt like I had come full circle. The 
crumbling grey wall was only about 4 feet 
high but I had finally found my elusive 
cottage!  Isolated and forlorn, the old tree 
was situated near a bubbling spring which 
had stunted its growth over the years. I 
imagined the family resting in the shade of 
the tree on warm summer days or playful 
children hanging from its limbs.

This time, returning to Canada, my 
luggage was considerably heavier.  I 
greeted my father with a stone from the 
old cottage wall combined with photos of 
the ruins and the stunted tree. My artist 
friend, Marilyn Hilsden, who also lives in 
Campbell River, chuckled when she viewed 
the photos. Her “McLean” roots are also in 
the Highlands and she has painted beautiful 
pictures of charming old crofts but she had 
never seen anyone so gleeful after locating 
an archaic wall and proclaiming it “the 
cottage”.  One day she surprised me with 
a lovely water colour painting of ‘my wall’ 
with the tree paramount in the foreground. 
She aptly titled this art work, “My Family 
Tree”. 

It is my understanding that a future 
housing development is planned for the 
Midcoul farm.  I feel fortunate to have 
visited my roots before the golden fields 
surrounding the natural spring, weathered 
grey stone wall and ancient tree are lost 
forever.

If you are also trying to locate your family 
cottage, don’t discount the landmarks, such 
as trees, boulders and shrubs.  You too, 
may discover that your ‘family tree’ is still 
alive and well in Scotland.

Laurel Lahay,
Campbell River, B.C.,
Canada
e-mail: laurellahay@hotmail.com
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WHAT IS A PRIVACY 
STATEMENT? 
A Privacy Statement explains what 
information we hold about you, why we 
hold it, how we protect it for you, and how 
you can have your information removed 
from our files if you so wish.

Why are we sending you this 
information?
A new law – the General Data Protection 
Regulation (GDPR) – comes into effect 
on 25th May 2018 and effects the way 
charities, as well as companies and other 
organisations, keep information about 
individuals. That is why we are sending 
you a summary of our updated Privacy 
Statement.

What information do we hold about you 
and why?
The information we hold about you consists 
of your name and address, which you 
supplied us with when you joined our 
Society, and your e-mail address if you 
included it. Your name and address details 
have been entered into a database, which 
is used almost exclusively to print labels 
to address the envelope in which we send 
our quarterly journals to you. Your e-mail 
address is used simply to inform you that 
your subscription has been paid and/or to 
confirm that a publication you ordered has 
been dispatched.

Who do we share your personal 
information with?
We do not share your personal information 
with any third party.

How long do we keep your information?
We keep your information for as long as 
we need it for the purposes for which it 
was collected. At the end of each month 
all documents containing your name and 
address which are generated when you 
either renew your membership, or purchase 
any of our publications, are shredded. If 
you cancel your membership of our Society 
your details are removed in their entirety 
from our database.

What are our responsibilities?
We always take exceptional care with the 
information we hold about our members. 
The computer on which member’s details 
are held is only accessible by the person 
tasked with maintaining the database.

What are your rights?
You have the right to see copies of 
information held about you. If you would 
like a copy of the personal data we hold 
about you, please contact us and ask for 
a ‘subject access request’. We will require 
you to verify your identity.

The Society has appointed a Data 
Protection Officer, John Durham, 
who you may contact via info@
highlandfamilyhistorysociety.org.

MEMBERS’ DETAILS
New Members:
2759. Mr Lawrence McIntosh – Fuente de Piedra, Malaga, Spain
2760. Ms Patricia Fraser – Ossian Road, London
2761. Ms Kathy Wheeler – Tunbridge Wells, Kent (rejoining)
2762. Ms Janet Martin – Hervey Bay, Queensland, Australia
2763. Ms Bonnie Jean MacDonald – Shoreline, Washington, USA

Change of address:
2547. Mr John Munro – Featherston 5710, New Zealand
2716. Ms Susan Buckley – Forres, Moray
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