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Introduction


In the rural lands of North-East Scotland there has long existed a chronic modesty, bordering on an ailment and giving rise to a belief that the smart folk of this world are elsewhere and that you must never claim the limelight for yourself. It has hindered many a talent, not least in the field of writing. For example, a local farmworker called David Toulmin did not produce a book till he was sixty, and farmer’s daughter Flora Garry was similarly advanced before we could appreciate her as one of our finest poets. Thankfully, both writers lived long enough to gain a belated recognition, Flora Garry reaching to within months of her centenary.


But the classic example of one who has yet to achieve that proper recognition is David Kerr Cameron, the son of an Aberdeenshire horseman who moved from farm to farm in the pattern of the time. Cameron’s talent for illuminating the life of the land is unsurpassed, coming as it did from the depths of personal experience, wholly authentic in its detail and characterized by a rare gift for language


David Kerr Cameron had reached fifty before breaking into print with The Ballad and the Plough in 1978. Even his journalism had come very modestly in his twenties, when he joined the Kirriemuir Herald before graduating to the Press and Journal in Aberdeen. But his sub-editing talents had long since taken him south to the Daily Telegraph when he produced this first volume, and his distant exile in London may have hampered his exposure in Scotland. But The Ballad and the Plough was followed by two other masterpieces, Willie Gavin, Crofter Man and The Cornkister Days, making up a memorable trilogy of Scottish rural life in a bygone age. For those who have still to discover Cameron, the rewarding consolation is that a treasure awaits. They will be astounded that such a writer has been so long in finding his proper place in the Scottish literary canon.


In his work you are transported to the mid-1800s, when farming was emerging from the long hard struggle that had turned many a moss or bog or intransigent rock into fertile farmland. This miracle of man’s achievements was seen no more clearly than in the North-East of Scotland. The experience that broke many a back as well as a spirit had been well absorbed into his own being.


What emerged from that 19th-century heyday of rural life was the farmtoun (or ferm-toun in his own Doric dialect), a structure of big farms that were virtual touns (towns) in their own right. Each would employ twenty or more men and women, who, with their families, made up sizeable communities. There was the cottar-house for the married man and the bothy for the singles, more commonly known as the chaumer (chamber). With families of nine or ten children not uncommon, it didn’t take the inhabitants of too many farms to fill the parish school and set a pattern of country life that was busy, hard-working, honest and full of dry humour.


Wages were minimal, but the pace and manner of living fostered a good community spirit in which people simply made the best of what they had. In these more affluent days it is too easy to dismiss such people as products of a primitive age, and it is a pity we didn’t learn a lesson from people who were, in all truth, the salt of the earth and who had much to teach us. There remained neither time nor energy for the violence and vandalism that occupies idle hands today. Instead there was a seasonal pattern of useful living that ran from the glow of early autumn, when golden crops were secured in the corn-yard, followed closely by the share of the plough, preparing the land for the sowing of spring, so that the whole process could begin all over again. That led back again to the hairst (harvest) of early autumn, when the oats were cut by scythe or binder, tied into sheaves and propped up for drying in the prayerful pose of small stooks. That was followed by the leading – carting the crop home to the steading where the most skilled of the elders would build them into what the English call ricks and the Scots call rucks, high mounds that should peak out with symmetrical perfection.


Rural routines, always at the mercy of an unforgiving climate, cold and bleak, would begin at 5 a.m., or earlier if you were a dairyman. As David Kerr Cameron describes it so poetically: ‘In the summer he was up by four, while the day was new-minted, stepping out of his cottar’s house into that strangely still world before sunrise, a world weird without movement. That time of the morning was like the dawn of creation or the last days of eternity.’


Breakfast was all about oatmeal, in its various guises of porridge, milk porridge or brose, the lattermost merely a coarser concoction of boiling water poured straight on to the meal, without the cooking process involved in making porridge. Other meals followed the same permutations, a monotony that nevertheless would gain prestige in modern times for its ruthless attack on cholesterol. Heart-attacks were virtually unknown to those hardy people.


From that early start, the first break for the horseman came with the unyoking of his Clydesdales at 11 a.m., to feed and rest the beats for the next two hours before yoking again at 1 p.m. for a further five hours of work, at least. For those demanding labours, wages were minuscule. In 1876 the first horseman with his cottar house and perquisites of peat and potatoes was earning a mere 66 pence per week in today’s money, while the servant lass of was earning around £6.50 per six months – for a 17-hour day!


Into David Kerr Cameron’s narrative, of course, come the bothy ballads. In these love is never far away, whether it involves the servant girl or the farmer’s own daughter. In the latter case, many a gauche but good-looking halflin could find himself, as the result of a night of abandon, falling heir to his employer’s land. Many of the bothy ballads, Cameron reminds us, were saved from extinction by a North-East schoolmaster-cum-playwright, Gavin Greig, who became one of the world’s great folk-song collectors. He also happened to be my own great-grandfather.


The life of the fermtouns was drawing to a close and virtually disappeared with the Second World War. As the great machines came to replace the human hand, fewer farmworkers were needed, and numbers were reduced from twenty or thirty to a mere handful and in some places replaced by a casual workforce. In this modern revolution, the essence of a truly rural community has been swept more or less to oblivion. The old ferm-toun is now history. But in the marvellous recollection of that story, David Kerr Cameron has preserved it as only a personal and talented witness could have done.


Jack Webster
March 2008
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Stone, Lime and Legend


By the mid 1800s Scotland stood at a pivotal point in her history: she was swinging confidently away from a turbulent past and a rural-based economy into the headier role of industrial nation. Paradoxically, at that same moment she was poised, after a century of improvements that had wholly transformed the landscape, on the brink of a new farming age: the era of the great farmtouns. Through the next seventy or eighty years their names would ring in the show-ring and the feeing market: famous and infamous, some would pass into that unique balladry of the bothies and of farmtoun men; and their stone steadings would take on the encrustations of legend.


The farmtouns bred dour folk; strange folk often droll to the point of eccentricity; folk with a humour so dry sometimes that it was just this side of maliciousness; folk whose pleasures were mainly simple and not infrequently carnal. They were people of a special strain, resilient and enduring; in another context their men became the backbone of regiments and their loyalty was heavily traded in the discreet corridors of Whitehall. From the bothies of their mud-girt farmtouns they marched through the countryside of France with critical landsmen’s eyes and gave a coarse laugh at the Frenchman’s peasant agriculture. A poor thing it was against the well-worked fields of their own grand touns. They paused for a moment to look, on their way to die among strange mud – the foreign mud of Flanders or the Somme. In the hellish fear of it, some of them forgot to die like heroes.


For they were not all brave men, the men of the farmtouns: they were quiet men and braggarts; fine, kindly men of conscience and men you would not have given the time of day to; among them, though the emphasis round the touns was always on stolid brawn, strode the occasional giant, the odd buccaneer or two whose farming had the kind of inspired brilliance that other men could envy but never follow. They were out of one crop and into another before anyone else had sensed the glut of the market, or seen the outlet unexploited. It is likely that such men would have done well in anything they had set their hands to; what is undeniable is that their tenacity and special skills immensely enriched the landscape of the Scottish farmtouns. Their achievements would become their lasting memorials and their names are now interwoven with the history of the touns: James Kilpatrick of Craigie Mains of Kilmarnock (who purified the Clydesdale strain to such perfection); Amos Cruickshank (the shy Quaker bachelor who was the real founder of the Shorthorn breed); Hugh Watson of Keillor in Forfarshire (who pioneered the beef supremacy of the Aberdeen-Angus); wild Willie McCombie of Tillyfour (who carried on that lit flame and became also the first Scottish tenant farmer to sit in the House of Commons); the likeable George Hope of Fenton Barns in the Lothians (master farming tutor, who paid a high price for his presumption of trying to do likewise). When farming men look back, it is into a landscape peopled by such formidable figures.


There is a story they like to tell about the great Willie McCombie and Queen Victoria. It is a very fine story indeed and like all good stories it may gain from being only partially based on the truth. When the queen came to the farmtoun of Tillyfour, just over the hill from her beloved Balmoral, one day in 1866, it was to see the famous McCombie herd that had done the countryside so much honour. She was seated on a chair at the front of the farmhouse while the herd of Blacks was paraded past her in single file. They say that Willie, who was never a man to let an occasion go past him, sent one or two of his Aberdeen-Angus beasts round a second time so as not to short-change Her Majesty. But there is a further stanza to the story: Willie (it is said), a bit disappointed by the royal response, suddenly dashed from the queen’s side, seized one of the beasts, the stock bull, and turned it towards the queen. Letting the beast, a particularly fine specimen, have a good look at the seated figure, he asked it: ‘Ken ye wha that is?’


There is another story they tell about Queen Victoria and the farmtouns; it has that same droll reluctance to be dazzled by majesty, and again it concerns the queen’s stay at Balmoral, though this time the encounter was in Glenshee, then a lonely place of sheepwalks and wandering shepherds.


Having been lured by an exceptionally fine Deeside day much farther than either she or her guests had intended, there was some doubt about whether the queen’s horses were equal to the return journey in what is far from easy country. An official was therefore sent to a nearby farmtoun to beg fresh horses – only to be told by the farmer that he had but one carriage pair. With a couple of the royal horses as leaders and his fresh beasts yoked on the wheel, however, the farmer was sure her majesty could be got safely home. The official was less certain; he demurred, insisting on two pairs.


‘I’ll speak to the queen herself on it,’ said the farmer, and had stepped up to the royal coach before anybody could stop him. He explained his proposal and the queen agreed. His pair of carriage horses were yoked as he suggested and in no time the queen’s carriage was on its way again. Feeling somewhat satisfied with himself, as he had every right to, the farmer went home to his supper.


‘And what thought ye of her, then?’ his wife asked him.


‘She just did as I told her,’ came the reply. ‘She seems to be a richt sensible woman.’


If time has embellished the bare facts of both stories, they nonetheless deserve to be true in their entirety. For the confrontations were apt and not in the least incongruous. It was during Victoria’s reign that the Scottish farmtouns, the stone-and-lime steadings of the improved agriculture, grew into their greatness and it was with her death that most of them began the long drift into the bleakest of the Depression years. The bond went deep; even on the farmtouns of the 1930s there were old men, grizzled and twisted with work, who spoke of her still with affection as the ‘Auld Queen’. They remembered the days of the past and spoke of them whiles round a young cottar’s fireside when the Hogmanay drams had gone down.


The majority of the farmtoun men were not of McCombie’s kind. But lesser men though they were, they too were unique. They did not make big ripples. They used their women badly, their children abominably, sending them out to work before they could well hold a hayfork in the fear that if they did not their bairns would be past getting the hang of it and into a lifetime of criminal indolence. But they loved the land. Farming was a kind of contagion in their blood; young men who came to their farmtouns to court their daughters and would have been happy to stay snug and warm in the farmhouse parlour were taken out to march the Sabbath fields and admire the fattening steers. After supper in winter they would be taken to the byre in their Sunday suits and patent-leather boots to fork fresh bedding straw under the beasts’ hooves.


Mostly their names are forgotten now, rare characters though many of them were. They have long been lain to sleep in quiet kirkyards up and down the country, these old farmtoun men, buried in a haze of drams, all rancour stopped, all debts forgiven. Tyrant farmer lies now by the bothy hell-raiser, the brief legends of their lives, the names of their old touns, hacked in the cold granite of simple stones. The moss has long obscured their names but it little matters now for those lichened stones were never their true memorials. These stood in the fields of each year’s harvest: the yellow stooks lit by sunlight. Now they too are a rare sight, swept away by the coming of the combine harvester and the days of the factory farmtoun. When they vanished from the fields like the old farmtoun men themselves, an immemorial pattern was broken and the countryside was a little more diminished.
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The New Landscape


The landscape the farmtoun men of the mid 1800s inherited was itself a remarkable achievement, one in which change continued still as drainage and reclamation brought bog and moorland increasingly under the plough, new implements were fashioned at the forge and the new-built touns themselves began to take their place amid the geometrically margined fields. By that time, Scottish farming had begun to coalesce into its constituent parts, areas to assume their own special and unique identities as well as their importance in the whole. Ideas flowed still; the look of the landscape would yet be enhanced by the addition of plantations and hedges and dykes, cultivation further improved by the drainage yet to be done. But far from lagging behind her southern neighbour now, Scotland had drawn ahead – changed days indeed from that time, over 100 years earlier, when the Earl of Peterborough’s daughter, coming north to lie in the young Lord Huntly’s bed, had brought some of her father’s ploughs and ploughmen with her. Long gone now the days when their legal and landed lordships had shipped men from Dorset and Norfolk to instigate new techniques. If anything, the flow of knowledge had gone into reverse: now it was the East Lothian farmtoun men who were being enticed south, for that area for a time was to be the focal point and forcing ground of farming progress as well as one of the nation’s great granaries, with Strathmore, the Carse of Gowrie and Moray, exporting not only to England but to Holland and Spain and Portugal. Cobbett, riding through it in the 1830s, although he also found much to criticize, saw: ‘. . . such cornfields, such fields of turnips, such turnips in those fields, such stackyards, and such a total absence of dwelling-houses, as never, surely, were before seen in any country upon earth’. Yet little over a century before, Defoe, with a supercilious eye, had seen only ‘good soil impoverished by want of husbandry’.


The pace of improvement had been staggering.


When Prince Charles Edward Stuart slipped out of hiding and safely aboard L’Heureux on Loch nan Uamb in 1746, he had left behind him not only a broken dream but, in the Highlands particularly, a fragmented society. Even in the Central and North-East Lowlands the whole fabric of the region’s way of life had been thrown into confusion by this final fling at restoring Stuarts to the throne. And though Sir Archibald Grant of Monymusk seems to have been able to continue uninterrupted in his improvement programme, many of the lairds had been staunch supporters of the Stuart cause and had suffered accordingly. They were either in captivity or exile; their lands had been forfeited to the Crown. In the circumstances few tenants were coming forward to fill the empty farmtouns; few seemed anxious to take up even short leases at such a chancy time and lairds had to resort to the ancient steelbow tenure to tenant empty steadings.


In the Highlands the situation was worse; ancient fealties faded in the aftermath of Culloden, the old clan kinship was eroded by the new laird–tenant relationship which brought its own kind of bewilderment to those who had previously known loyalty only to a territory and a name.


Yet whatever the hardships that flowed from it – and they were many – if the Forty-five did nothing else it opened up the country. Good roads, essential for maintaining a military presence, were slowly strung across the face of the land, arteries of communication not only between glen and neighbouring glen, but, for the first time, between region and region. Crofter Gael from the West met Doric Scot in the East, Lothian landsman in the South. Strange compatriots they were, the dark Gael with the soft singing of his language and the man from the North-East Lowlands whose consonants had the crunch of cold chisels; the Highlander loyal and lackadaisical, master of the bold, quick skirmish but without stomach for the long-drawn struggle; the Lowlander, dour, thrifty, enduring. In time their qualities would be seen in their agriculture.


Such were the disparate elements of Scottish nationhood at a time when England was already advancing towards a new and radically improved agriculture. And added to that separatism there was the old hatred still of things English, especially in the Highlands where the Duke of Cumberland’s solidery, in the aftermath of the Rebellion, had been guilty of brutality amounting at times to unreason. The rejection was emotional rather than considered. But again, much of what was happening in the South was utterly irrelevant in a Highland context.


Their homely name apart, few of the new-style touns would take anything out of that turbulent earlier time – though dotted among them still were the milltouns, the watertouns, the kirktouns whose links were more solidly with the past. Their memory would be enshrined in the names of the new stone-and-lime steadings – Milltown of This, Kirktown of That – recalling those earlier farming settlements that had survived up to the end of the eighteenth century, and in some areas beyond it. These had been, as Prof. T.C. Smout in A History of the Scottish People, 1560–1830 says, ‘the common unit of settlement . . . centring on the notional ‘farm’ the size of which was determined (initially at least) by the area that one or sometimes two or three plough teams of horses or oxen could keep under cultivation’.


The ‘farm’ would be held in joint tenancy, even up to the number of twenty, and worked usually on the old run-rig system, an ancient form of strip cultivation in which the strips or ‘rigs’ were reallocated year by year. On the infield strips, or arable land, close to the farmtoun cluster – the lowest ground dry enough to cultivate – grew the oats and poor-quality barley, while the out-field was used as pasture ground. Again, however, the farmtoun might be held in single tenancy and worked in conjunction with sub-tenants as well as servants. It was a pattern of land-use dating from the Middle Ages and was almost universal. It was a pattern created by the plough itself and unalterable until such time as the new farmtouns perfected a system of underground drainage. The ‘rigs’ – the raised strips of ground on which the crops were grown and whose widths in time became adapted to the needs of hands-owing and the hand-shearing of crops – were the basic patches of pre-improvement farming; the furrows between ran off the water. It is tempting now to see that farmtoun past in the Hebridean crofting communities of later time, and certainly there are strong affinities: the run-rigs close in, the shieling or pasture they demanded at some distance. Pushing probability a little further, one might see the shape of the old farmtoun buildings in crofterdom’s township clusters, each unit based on the longhouse: the byre/dwelling/barn in-line construction. But it is more likely that the ancient touns were similar to those seen by Edward Burt in the 1720s and described in his Letters from a Gentleman in the North of Scotland:




A Highland town . . . is composed of a few huts for dwellings, with barns, and stables, and both the latter are of a more diminutive size than the former, all irregularly placed, some one way, some another, and at any distance look like so many heaps of dirt; these are built in glens and straths, which are the corn-countries near rivers and rivulets, and also on the sides of lakes where there is some arable land for the support of the inhabitants.





Elsewhere Burt talks of another community: ‘. . . with nine dwelling huts, besides a few others of a lesser size, for barns and stables. This they call a town, with a pompous name belonging to it . . .’ His irritation for once is excusable; as an Englishman, his misunderstanding of the term ‘town’ forgivable; and one can even advance a reason why he might have found the name of the settlement pompous, for it would have been natural enough for it to begin ‘Bal-’, that tongue-rolling prefix from the Gaelic baile, meaning farmtoun or farmstead. Such ancient grandeur rings down to our own time in the names of countless Scottish towns and villages as well as in the names of innumerable farmtouns. The thread of history may be tenuous but it is from such a past that the term emerged to leap the centuries and embrace the steadings of the mid 1800s.


These new touns and their improved farming brought with them immense social change, as great as any they worked on the face of the land. Enclosure in the Lowlands made the shieling or outfield pasture unnecessary (since it was as much a part of protecting the growing crops from stray beasts as of any stock-grazing pattern); improved drainage and the implements that resulted for east-coast farming brought the abolition of the run-rigs with their tradition of hand-tool labour. Until these changes came the farmtoun cluster or hamlet was a rooted element of country society, a part of the sharing made necessary by the subsistence-level agriculture that made a plough, for instance, or an ox, a heavy investment. Indeed, it was common for a joint tenant of a farmtoun to own no more than the half-share of an ox – and eight were needed to pull the plough. The run-rigs were worked by the folk of the community themselves, and even the old woman with her cow out to grass had a share in the soil.


It was a parlous agriculture, in no way perfect; a system of strife and contention always. And it put no premium whatever on improvement. A man who changed his rigs with every harvest was hardly likely to manure his patches more thoroughly and take greater pains in their cultivation only to see the next holder of the rig reap the benefit. For the farmtoun clusters were cooperatives only in the labour sense; there was no sharing of crops. When a man’s barely rigs failed him, he was a man alone, though it is likely that native kindliness would have kept him this side of the starvation line. Though they grazed common pasture, a man’s beasts, too, were his own. If he felt that the pasture was being over-grazed, he had little incentive to reduce the number of his cattle. To have done so would have been only to open the door to another of the toun’s men to buy further beasts and make up the number. And the indiscriminate mixing of the herd meant that interest in improving the breed was minimal. In such a system, intelligent men were trapped by the indifference of their neighbours; the level of agriculture was never higher than the farming of the toun’s most inefficient rig-holder.


Maybe, after all, it was time for improvement. What that involved the Duke of Argyll, in his study Scotland as it was and as it is, written in the 1880s, makes clear:




It was a system of which all the parts so hung together, and which as a whole was so rooted in all the routine habits of daily and yearly life, that not one stone of it could be touched without the whole structure tumbling. Any change involved a total change in the prospects and in the life of every family concerned.





The duke, of course, was writing from the position of lairdship and for the responsibility of ownership, defending the improvements that brought an end to the old farmtoun clusters and cruel dispossession for their folk. For enclosure and the single-tenant touns set in motion a new, shifting pattern of settlement; isolated units, the touns drew in itinerant labour from far around, men without roots in the community, there in May gone in November. They were a new, hardier breed of farmtoun men entirely.


The new touns rose on the riches of war and a Tory government’s protectionist policy. For the landowners the wars with France had been almost a good thing. With the market to itself, home grain had soared in price and with the end of war, in 1815, the Corn Laws had been enacted to curb that renewed importation of grain that would drain some of farming’s wealth. It was government by landowners for landowners: there would be no grain allowed in, from anywhere, until the home-produced crop reached a satisfactorily high price. Round the farmtouns every acre of available grassland came quickly under the plough – the farmtouns would grow rich while the townsman, as well as the farm servant, got steadily and more pitifully poor. For the policy was a divisive one, socially as well as politically. High bread prices kept up the price of factory-made goods, closing foreign markets and the long years of confrontation between landowner and factory owner ended only in 1846 with the repeal of the Corn Laws, a measure passed under the premiership of Sir Robert Peel, leader of the Tory party. Peel himself, perhaps significantly, was the son of a cotton-mill owner. His party never forgave him and shortly after, as is the usual fate of leaders who displease their peers, found a reason for getting rid of him. Yet the farmtouns, against all expectations, did not founder. Almost the contrary, for from 1840 until almost 1880 they were buoyed by the town demand that spread, with industrial prosperity, up from the factory floor. And there was another reason, overlooked all the long protectionist years: the general climatic uniformity of Europe rarely allowed one grain-growing nation to profit at another’s expense.


If the farmtoun had changed, so too had its master; he was a vastly different figure from the peasant who had entered the maelstrom of the farming revolution a century before. He was a figure now of some substance, of necessity a capitalist almost as much as an agriculturist. He drank tea and lost any desire to feed his farm men at his own table; his wife, delighted, delegated the milking and took to wearing silk bonnets. They had moved into the class of low gentry. Their farmhouse had some pretension to style, a separate dwelling where once it had abutted the barn and the byre; inside, its furnishings had become more sophisticated: the homely board was put away to make way for something more seemly, a table in imported mahogany. The old box beds that had housed ancestors from their moment of entering the world until their day of leaving it were often torn out of their wall recesses and replaced by four-posters hung with lace. There was a preoccupation with trivia that hardly related at all with the hard world of work beyond the window panes. There, as reclamation and improvement of the land went on, there was a spirit of excitement still.


Yet pioneering men walked in the shadow of great events. Under the straight, even furrows of the new agriculture there was an ancient landscape; the farmtouns stood by the scenes of destiny – touns such as North Mains of Barra, in the North-East: was this not the place where a nation took its first faltering step on the road to independence as Bruce put Red Comyn to flight? Or the West Mains of Harlaw, an hour’s march away: was it not here that the Highland host was turned and the future path of Scottish history determined? Jump the centuries and yet another Mains is fixed for a brief instant in the spotlight and the turbulent days of the Forty-five: the gracious farmhouse of the Mains of Mulben, in Boharm, built by its Grant lairds in 1696 as the House of Mulben, on the borders of Moray, was one day the head-quarters of that dashing Jacobite Lord Lewis Gordon and almost the next moment held for King George.


They stood – stand – still, these farmtouns on the canvas of history, their lands passing back to unknowable time and events only to be guessed at. Rising from their barley fields, the tall Standing Stones are a reminder of days of a deeper destiny; silent monoliths in the twilight of the quiet evening fields or against the anger of a winter sunset, they loom darkly, tokens of dim gods and shadowy deeds that unquiet the mind, a reminder of cockerel’s blood dripping from the plough beam and black dogs baying against the yellow of the moon. And there are other stones, too, in the farmtoun fields, their purpose dread and knowable still, like the Grey Stone of Cluny, a grey whinstone shape in the fields of Woodend farm. It marks the site of the long-ago barony court. From here a man’s walk in life might be a short one and all uphill – to the gallows tree.


Not that all history has been so fortuitously preserved. Built into many of the byre walls of Buchan in the North-East Lowlands are stones from the burial kists of an earlier people, for in the time of land improvement the plough turned them up with a regularity that made their discovery unremarkable: in uplands Clatt a Druid’s stone has been unceremoniously incorporated into a farmtoun dyke. If such things shock the preservationist, they do at least suggest one thing: the temper and single-mindedness of the men who transformed that once-barren landscape.


But not all of the past was blood. Some of the touns stood by the deeds of saintly men and their names are a reminder of it still: Chapelhall, Chapelpark, Cloisterseat and Monkshill all stand within a short distance of each other in a North-East parish, the latter indeed the scene of an act of faith in a later time when James Anderson came north from the Lothians to put 1,300 acres of Buchan under the plough. In the area from which he came stands Monkrigg, a housing development now but its new steading of 1863 typical of many of that time and area in the boom building years of the mid 1800s. In ecclesiastical origin and name you might have found their counterparts in almost any parish of the country; great or small, their stones as yet unmellowed, they would become part of the continuum of history.
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The New Touns


The new farmtouns diminished in size and architectural grandeur as you travelled north from Berwick and the Border hills with their steadings in the dales and their pastures rising behind them. In the lush Lothians the proud touns stood but beyond the Forth there were fine touns still: around Stirling and the Ochils, in the Carse of Gowrie and in the land-rich Vale of Strathmore in the shelter of the Sidlaws – where, it was said, even an idiot could hardly fail to farm well – and even up in the red lands of the Mearns where Lewis Grassic Gibbon’s Chris Guthrie, looking out on that cloud-capped landscape in the early years of this century, had mirrored the thoughts and feelings of the last landlocked generation. West and South-West were the dairytouns of Ayrshire and Galloway with its mixed farming in an almost Highland setting, but northwards on the eastern shelf, the farmtouns shrank in stature and the crofts, spreading between them, began to proliferate till it was hard sometimes to tell one type of holding from the other. In the North-East sat the bare land of Buchan where the sound of the sea could be heard in every byre on a still morning, its acres soon to be a tribute to the dour, not overly imaginative men who, down the brutish determination of their generations, would bring its unforgiving soil to grow whisky on the stalk for the distilleries of Speyside and beef on the slithering hoof for the fine restaurants of London. In time it would stand second only to the Lothians as a crucible of the new farming.


But where the soil in the east thinned and the coastal land crept into the crannies of the glens and the shelter of the Grampians the small places clung to a more precarious subsistence farming and crofting. Here indeed was the distinction blurred between one holding and the next, the agriculture sometimes so far left behind by the tide of progress that when prim Presbyterian ministers came to write their parish reports for the Second Statistical Account they ranted whiles like hot-gospellers from the shame of it. All the same, they bred fine folk these small touns of the glens, as hardy as the Highlanders of old; by the end of their hillside harvests their men and women had faces tanned to the hue of mahogany and their sharp-boned bodies were as supple as whipcord. Beyond the Laich of Moray, Inverness and the Black Isle there was farming still, though somehow to less purpose, and over the tossing of the Pentland Firth the Orkneymen, smallholders with boats, would grow gradually in the hearts of the mainland farming folk by their astuteness and industry. Far, far to the north, where the race of sea tides isolated him, the Shetlander was something else: a fisherman with a plough.


Such then was the farming landscape in which the new touns stood. The geography of their fields might vary, and the backdrop to their days, but the rigour of their work differed little. They had, many of them, strange and heart-cry names that clung in the mind long after you had flung their mud from your boots. Usually, these were the small, one-pair and two-pair touns where the tenant and a single bothy-housed help managed never quite to keep up with the work: the Peatiebogs, Fernyhillocks, Braesides, Woodhollows, Gowanleas, and suchlike. Their names betrayed their lowly status. Implicit in some was an irony that cannot have been unconscious: Scrapehard, Weariefauld, Stoneyvale, Clayhill – their names memorials to all the ill luck and disaster that could ever befall a farmtoun. Yet the scrawled sight of them on an envelope was enough to bring briefly to the face of some distant post-sorting Scot a light of recognition and a smile of understanding as secret to the Northern mind as an ingrowing toenail.


These were, of course, the ‘middling’ places in the farming ladder where men who had made the leap from hired cottar to crofter essayed the swaying tightrope of tenancy. Like the crofts they stood round the skirts of the big farmtouns – with their big horse teams and bands of bothy men – away from the road, away almost from everything, on the kind of land that nobody else wanted. For this reason, if not from the insistence of the Post Office, their names were often qualified by the inclusion of that of the big toun to which they clung. How else could anyone be sure they existed? Emphasis on location gave rise to its own kind of confusion and ignominy. There were Watersides that stood by streams so puny that even in the spring spate they would hardly have floated a child’s toy boat let alone turned a millwheel. There were Whinnyfolds unfringed by even the sparsest of greenery. And though the gowans did indeed grow there, the painful thing about Gowanlea was that it grew little else.


Men did not grow rich on such small farmtouns, only more human; they grew into a tolerance of man’s frailty and a philosophy that passed down in their lines, watering the ambitious blood of later generations so that in time they would settle without effort in suburbia. It was no accident that the best stories of such men had the edge of droll irony. Some, it is true, were steely men: they moved up, or away, or were removed in time to the asylum or the quiet of the kirkyard, killed by the worry of it all. Few of these low-acreage touns would survive the great era of the farmtouns as viable farming units though they would continue to support in a special kind of slavery farming folk who had nowhere else to go.


Great or small, the old farmtouns were as functional as a spade; they had a bleakness of character that could leave permanent scars on the soul. Though the rich farmlands, Perthshire, Berwickshire, the broad acres of the Lothians and even some corners of Sutherland and Moray, might sport touns with some degree of manorial pretension, most of the old steadings were built in such a cold severity of stone as to suggest places of penal servitude. In the North-East Lowlands especially, they sometimes sat so squatly on the landscape as barely to interrupt its contours. Yet, grand or humble, the new-built touns of the mid 1800s had this in common: a dour dignity and a basic allegiance to that principle of design based on the courtyard plan of the single, square-cornered ‘U’ – with the farmhouse itself virtually enclosing the square – or the double-court ‘E’ layout, sometimes abbreviated to the form of ‘F’. True, there were proud touns that disobeyed that principle, that had disentangled themselves from a feudal time and the days of clay, wattle and thatch, to spawn and sprawl electically over some knoll or hillside. With their roots set deep in the farming past, they had sprung probably from the original longhouse bigging – byre/dwelling/barn – that had housed farmer, family, beasts and a host of servants without discrimination, or had been the cluster of outbuildings surrounding castle or mansion house. That great North-East Lowlands improver, Sir Archibald Grant, describes such a grouping at Monymusk, when his family first took over the estate:




The house was an old castle with battlements and six different roofs of various hights and directions, confusedly and inconveniently combined, and all rotten, with two wings more modern, of two stories only, the half of the wendowes of the higher riseing above the roofs, with granaries, stables and houses for all the cattle, and of the vermine attending them, close adjoining, and with the heath and muire reaching in angles or goushets to the gate, and much heath near, and what land near was in culture belonging to the farmes, by which their cattle and dung were always at the door . . .





From the tone we may assume that such close affinity with the farmtoun pleased Sir Archibald no better than it did many of the lairds of his own and a slightly later time. Growing genteel with the times, they became self-conscious about such proximity to soil and beast that supported them; they moved away to a new mansion and sequestered silence among the trees, leaving the old house, its byres and ancient associations to a tenant with the temerity to lease it. Such was social change, and the growth of one kind of farmtoun. One would not condemn their unbridled development for they often farmed, these ill-suited touns, with unimpaired reputation and even distinction. All the same, such sporadic building lacked the cohesion of design – even that special kind of grace – of the new touns of the boom building years from 1840 until nearly 1880.


The courtyarded touns of those later, frenzied years drew their inspiration, too, from a little earlier. Their example was the steadings of the late eighteenth-century improvers of Berwickshire, the Borders and the Lothians. They were the lairds’ touns, Mainses and Home Farms, their classical façades almost built, it sometimes seemed, to outshine their own mansion houses – such famous touns as Saltoun Mains, Blackadder Mount, Delgatie Castle and Rosebery home farms. It was natural enough that they should have given a lead, for it was on their acres that the improving lairds propounded (or disastrously disproved) their ideas. They were the forcing grounds of the new farming as well as the Big House’s own source of produce. At a time when country society was stratifying as it had never done before, such touns were often built to reflect the aggrandisement of the family with which their fortunes were linked. Of some you might indeed almost have believed that an Adam – as he had done at Culzean Castle – had paused in the passing to add austere grace to a façade or the long run of a cartshed. There is no doubt that these early steadings delighted the eye of Cobbett as he made his celebrated rounds in East Lothian in the early half of the nineteenth century: ‘The farmyard is a square, with buildings on the sides of it for horses, cattle, and implements; the stackyard is on one side of this, the stacks all in rows, and the place as big as a little town.’ A justification surely, if ever one were needed, for those grand farmtouns of the 1800s inheriting their name from the past.


It was from these formidable touns and the wealth of building and design advice, in book and pamphlet, in the first two decades of the century that the main spate of building and rebuilding of the mid 1800s flowed, its impetus stimulated by the now commonplace granting of longer leases to encourage a tenant, and particularly by that change of the law of entail, towards the end of the eighteenth century, which made it possible for a laird to pass down to his heirs three-quarters of the cost of such developments.


Architecturally, the humbler stone-and-lime touns of the mid 1800s showed a restraint the early lairds’ touns would sometimes have done well to copy, for there were cases in the South of the kind of unseemly ostentation that would sicken the heart of a small tenant in Buchan. Domes and spires provisioned with dovecots and bearing clocks with golden dials, had soared skywards with cathedral-like grandeur; belfries had added a note of oddity rather than distinction. But even in the later touns, there erupted occasionally the kind of rebellion against linear severity that sat finials on courtyard arches like balloons on the nose of a circus seal, or gave the low conical roof of a horse-mill the relief of a golden weathercock. Yet none offended greatly – though there were steadings yet to come in the 1870s in which a foreign influence would strike a jarring note in the landscape and whose façades, in some cases, would have disgraced any respectable distillery.


It is easy enough, however, to see why their architects fell into the trap of the outre embellishment: that arch of the façade, the entrance to steading and courtyard, invited attention and emphasis as the focal point of the farmtoun; it was a clever designer who knew his toun’s limitations.


As Cobbett suggests, the new-style steading contained all the buildings needed for the arable farming and stock-rearing of the eastern seaboard farmtoun: new long granaries ran the length of the cartshed, high from ground damp; turnip shed and straw barn butted either end of the byre in one long, low building; the hayloft, where once before bothy days, the single men of the toun had had to sleep, took its natural place above the stable – and might even have floor openings so that the horsemen, bringing their beasts in from the fields, had only to climb on to the stable forestalls to tug down their beasts’ feed from it. There were high byres and low byres, but such designation had nothing to do with architectural excellence and was indicative only of the state of fattened readiness of the cattle beasts they housed and, of course, in the savage protocol of the farmtouns, of the relative standing of men who staffed them. There were protrusions, of course, that marred the rectilinear grace of the farmtouns: the hump of the horse-mill that sat like an unsightly gumboil on the side of the millhouse itself, the stack by the millhouse’s side when stationary steam started to power the barn-mills of the richer touns from the earlier 1800s. There was, too, the occasional oddity of a windmill as part of the steading buildings, again to drive the mill. Few of the smaller touns blemished their dour lines with such additions, however; few could afford the luxury of giving the horse-gang beasts cover; and even if there was an archway into the court, it was functionally just that. If there were none the entrance might be between piers, plain or ornamental. In fact, the entrance to the courts of the humbler touns was usually through the gap where the farmhouse separated itself from the steading, to break its courtyard square or rectangle.


The whole was a compact, coherent layout of which any time-and-method expert would have approved. Like the number of cartpends, the situation of the farmhouse gave some clue to the importance of a toun: the larger and more successful, the greater the degree of detachment, until finally the house turned its back on the daily round of work that supported it – and found refuge behind its own circle of trees. But that, of course, was the kind of disinterest the smaller touns of the North-East and South-West could never afford. Among the dairying touns of the South-West it was not uncommon to find the farmhouse facing into the courtyard, though most managed to face outwards without giving offence. For them life was a sad dichotomy; a schism between honest reality and social need. Past their back doors facing into the activity and smells of the farmtoun came the sheaves of harvest, the loads of dung, the kye for milking, while their fronts faced aloofly into that gentler world of tailored lawns and shingled paths and looked out perhaps to the prospect of distant hills. These smaller touns were the typical touns, their simpler architecture at one with the landscape, for however uncompromising it had an instinctual quality, as though stone had absorbed the spirit of the land, of mist and hardship, and the buildings encapsulated it. Perhaps that, too, is not so surprising, for farmtoun architecture – as later showpiece touns were to demonstrate – does not jump geographical boundaries and the men who gave the touns their native character, the masons who built them, were men, like other tradesmen of their time, who would take a harvest fee and themselves lived close to the land.


Time, alas, would destroy the cohesion and pleasing conformity of the old farmtouns, that intuitive harmony and scale that sat so easily on the farming landscape of the late 1800s and the earlier years of the present century. That geometrical rapport between steadings and fields would be lost with the prefabricated building materials of a later time, materials that drew nothing from the landscape in which they stood. The old steading stones, on the other hand, were gathered from it: grey and pink granite, grey whinstone and, of course, sandstone that ran the gamut of colour from yellow to an almost bitter brown. Sometimes quarried stone set the wall margins for field rubble; stone slates sat eave by eave with red pantiles; new stones neighboured the hallowed stone taken sometimes from the ruins of holy places. There, set together in a landscape where constant drizzle could sometimes be called good weather, they mellowed with the seasons, lichened with age, and slowly enshrined tradition and legend. The sight of the old touns, on a distant hillside, could bring a momentary ache to the heart for all the hardness of the life they imposed. Indeed it was possible, as the last of the summer light touched the russet pantiles of Fife or the Lothians or the old red sandstone of Angus, to imagine a kindliness and warmth in their softened contours.


It was an illusory glow.
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