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Author’s Note


Some years ago I wrote a book called The Ballad and the Plough, a folk history of life around the old Scottish farmtouns. As I did so I became aware that another story ran in parallel: that of the life of the fields and the work routines of the old farming countryside. This was the backcloth against which the farmtoun folk lived out their days; its seasons and rituals governed their lives, and ultimately their destinies. Here now is that story, the story of a landscape all but lost before the onward march of agri-business and agri-technology. With The Ballad and the Plough and Willie Gavin, Crofter Man, a recollection of the North-East Lowlands crofting experience, The Cornkister Days completes a trilogy and a portrait of an old farming landscape.
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Introduction


The cornkister is the ballad of farming life, much in evidence in the North-East Lowlands of Scotland during those years when the countryside was populated with a vibrant, hard working, good-humoured people. Although these folk have long since vanished, by good fortune the broader canvas of their bygone age is captured in The Cornkister Days, a literary masterpiece by a man who caught the tail-end of an era and was blessed with the talent to observe and express it as few others could have done. The book completes a trilogy that begins with The Ballad and the Plough and is preceded by Willie Gavin, Crofter Man. Like its companions it both entertains and informs the reader about rural life in Scotland from the mid 1800s to modern times.


For a variety of reasons, David Kerr Cameron has yet to gain his rightful literary recognition in Scotland, but this new edition will hopefully go some way to put this right. The author was an Aberdonian who did not publish his first work until he was fifty and, sadly, left us in 2003, at the age of seventy-four. His own story makes interesting reading. Cameron was brought up in a cottar house at Tarves in Aberdeenshire, where his father was a typical horseman of his day. His paternal grandfather was grieve to Lord Aberdeen at the nearby Haddo House estate while his maternal grandfather was a neighbouring crofter, Willie Porter, on whom his character Willie Gavin is based.


Cameron’s own childhood of the 1930s saw the last years of the old farming traditions in which his own roots were firmly



planted. He was called up for National Service in the RAF after the war, then went into agricultural engineering, for which he had a natural bent.


But he never forgot the school essays which had prompted his headmaster to suggest that he should consider a career in journalism, and eventually he went that way, first working on the Kirriemuir Herald and then the Aberdeen Press and Journal. Even when he joined the Daily Telegraph in London, however, it was as a sub-editor, not a writer. The novelist Graham Greene was among those who maintained that all writers should first become sub-editors, a discipline that teaches about cutting the waffle and getting to the point. So over time he quietly honed his craft.


Perhaps it was his London experience that prompted Cameron to re-examine his own roots and apply himself to the task of writing about them. Travelling into the metropolis on the Underground, frozen looks greeted his attempts at conversation, and at his office desk he may well have reminisced about a better way of life, the way of the old Scots folk he remembered from the days of his own youth


Cameron was one of a band of Scottish writers who looked back on their heritage from a distance. Lewis Grassic Gibbon, for example, lived in Welwyn Garden City in Hertfordshire and Jessie Kesson made her home in Muswell Hill. Further afield, the Doric poet Charles Murray settled in South Africa, and of course the great Robert Louis Stevenson was based in Samoa. Despite the hardships of living away from Scotland, this experience of exile gave them a freedom to look at their own lives and roots in a wider perspective.


After The Ballad and the Plough and Willie Gavin, Cameron realised there was yet another book to be written if he was to complete the picture of the old North-East farming landscape. It would tell of life in the fields, the work routines, the hardships, the simple joys, the humour and quiet dignity of a race that was



the salt of the earth. He would sprinkle it liberally with the work of other North-East writers and poets like J.C. Milne and Flora Garry, a lady who joins that band of Aberdonians, like David Toulmin and Cameron himself, who displayed their talents late in life.


All was set down in perfectly crafted prose that characterizes all his writing. His poignant description of the rhythm of the seasons, whilst showing the influence of that North-East’s greatest writer, Lewis Grassic Gibbon, is unmistakably his own: ‘It was a land above all where life moved against the tapestry of the year, the immutability of the seasons, absorbing their rhythms and immemorial rituals: ploughing, harrowing, sowing, reaping, threshing and the tending of livestock. It had a soul and a pulse-beat, a dreichness that was not unlovely. Sometimes it stole the heart.’


With the Ballad and the Plough, Willie Gavin and The Cornkister Days David Kerr Cameron left us a great legacy and one of Scotland’s unjustly neglected masterpieces.





Jack Webster
March 2008













1


The Land and the Folk


They are gone from the land, those men I once knew. They had the old speak and grizzled, five-day beards. They were wiry and argumentative and the years had honed them in bone and sinew. They stood near the end of their days, sunk in the heavy folds of their sleeved waistcoats and in the threadbare corduroys that were the traditional costume of their class, and swore to you through tobacco’d teeth that their beasts were the finest in the parish, their oats without parallel, and that their neeps, their turnips, were still fattening in the drill long after the New Year.


They were, some of them, men of piercing gaze and scarifying wit, respectful neither of man nor beast, the laird included. They ran their small farmtouns through the early Depression years of the century with an iron grip that kept fee’d man and fattening beast in thrall to the seasons. And if they cared so little for appearances it was only that they had long put aside all semblances of vanity. Some were brawny men, whose ponderous movement belied a nimble wit and a native shrewdness. Some were so frail of stature it seemed that only the burning fire of their love for their ‘parks’ kept them alive. Strange their ways may seem to us now these long years after. Yet once, like the generations before them, they imposed their will and a pattern on the farmtoun landscape of Scotland’s North-East Lowlands. Their lives turned with the seasons; only the land possessed them.


Theirs was the society of the Clydesdale horse and the hired man. It was a society of folk dominated by hard work and the six-monthly



Sacrament Sunday though, for all that, the man who travelled the stallion round the spring touns crept quietly into the maidservant’s bed and was not made unwelcome.


Its folk were never the dull stoics of Jefferies’ English landscape – ‘not facile at expressions … the flow of language denied to them’. Most, in fact, were damnably contentious, loquacious even within the limits of their own known world, and not a few lifted their horizons beyond it. They were part of a rural society more complex than might now be supposed, one of strange subtleties and almost undetectable nuances: that of the fee’d loon, the wandering cottar, the crofter, the tenant farmer and the landowner, in that relationship of rising order. Its stresses and divisions were at times fearsomely real and sometimes desperate.


The cottar in his tied cottage was a man always at the mercy of his master’s goodwill and the crofter man, for all his talk of liberty, hardly less vulnerable, his freedom a sad, illusory thing, since he was so dependent on the neighbouring big toun for the heavier working of his land. The farmtoun tenant, in his turn, came constantly under the scrutiny of the Big House, where his moral and political stance as well as his agricultural performance could be called into question as the end of his lease drew near. Only the laird dwelt in some peace of mind, though that too would be shaken as the fortunes that had maintained a gracious lifestyle finally began to ebb and the mansion’s occupants became aware that the old social order was foundering.


It was not a polite society. Far from it. Greeting was coarse and often abrasive. Its folk did not praise highly; few were masters of the facile phrase or skilled in that fulsomeness that oils the wheels of self-interest. If that made them more awkward, maybe it also made them more honest, their friendship a finer thing. Their mischief, like their music, was home-made, often pointed and sometimes malicious. A too-persistent suitor, for instance, threatening to queer the pitch for a more favoured contender, would



anonymously and hurriedly be sent a discarded pair of grandmother’s steel-rimmed spectacles – to let him see that he was not wanted. If he had any sense of what was good for him he took the hint. Forsaken lasses were as philosophical about the broken bands of love, and rarely long forlorn:





Oh, I’ll put on my goon o’ green,


It’s a forsaken token,


And that will let the young men know


That the bands o’ love are broken.


There’s mony a horse has snappert and fa’en,


And risen and gane fu’ rarely,


There’s mony a lass has lost her lad,


And gotten anither richt early.





There’s as guid fish into the sea


As ever yet was taken,


I’ll cast my line and try again,


I’m only ance forsaken.


Sae I’ll gae doon to Strichen toon


Where I was bred and born,


And there I’ll get anither sweetheart,


Will mairry me the morn.





Sae fare ye well, ye Mormand Braes,


Where aftimes I’ve been cheery,


Fare ye weel, ye Mormand Braes,


For it’s there I’ve lost my dearie.





The song was one of the most popular round the old farmtouns of Buchan and still sung in the cottar’s house of the 1930s.


It was a society, more than now, with its ‘worthies’ – its eccentrics who slotted comfortably into no convenient slot but



often travelled the countryside in idleness or in pursuit of some useful trade: the selling of besoms, the mending of pots or cane chairs. In the outliers, those haunted touns that existed away at the back of beyond, out of sight in the landscape and somehow forgotten, there dwelt stranger folk still who in time grew at variance with the world and with themselves. Whole families were raised who had a different outlook on life. Their steadings fell into a bad state of repair and their fences rotted, for they were folk who had little need for demarcations. Some in time had to go from home into a more protective environment; others continued in their ways, harming no one except, maybe finally, themselves.


Overwhelmingly though, it was a society based on the plough that was its most potent symbol, the imagery of its turning furrow analogous to the years unfolding, a poetic and moving metaphor for the life journey itself. Men walked the furrow bottom, holding the stilts in a close and solitary relationship with the soil, the silence broken only by the quiet creak of harness under strain, the muffled hooves of a Clydesdale pair and the mesmeric hiss of stubble as it tumbled into the furrow. It was an all-enclosing world and at its centre stood the ploughman.


In a countryside whose minstrelsy still enshrined a little of the sweetness of life there were lasses who sang their independence of rich wooers and their love of ‘The Ploughman Laddie’:





Oh, I’ve been east, and I’ve been west,


And I’ve been in St Johnstone;


But the bonniest laddie that e’er I saw


Was a ploughman laddie dancin’.





It’s I’ve been east, and I’ve been west,


And I’ve been in Kirkcaldy;


But the bonniest lass that e’er I saw,


She was following the ploughman laddie.







She had silken slippers on her feet,


Her body neat and handsome,


She had sky-blue ribbons on her hair,


And the gowd abeen them glancin’.





‘Faur are ye gaun, my bonnie lass,


And fat is it they ca’ ye?’


‘It’s Bonnie Jeanie Gordon is my name,


And I’m following my ploughman laddie.’





‘I’ll gie ye gowd, love, and I’ll gie ye gear,


And I’ll mak’ you my lady,


I’ll mak’ ye ane o’ higher degree


Than following a ploughman laddie.’





‘I winna hae your gowd nor yet your gear


And I winna be your lady;


But I’ll mak’ my bed in the ploughman’s neuk,


And lie down wi’ my ploughman laddie.’





The men who held the stilts of the farmtouns’ ploughs were hardy men. They cycled the country roads early and late, drunk and sober, their wavering ways lit by the gas-carbide lamp whose essential and often explosive ingredient was bought in tins from the village cycle agent’s, with irreproachable logic often an extension of the shoemaker’s shop. With stockmen and unfortunate orra loons, they filled the squalid bothies of the touns and the cottar houses of that far countryside. The bothy ballad was their song, set to the scraich of a wild fiddle or the clumsily buttoned notes of a melodeon and the rhythmic thump of heavy, tacketed boots. Their song was their own story and the story of the Lowlands farmtouns, satirically rendered. Away from the plough, they sang of it, giving themselves a greater glory than



they had. Now much of their repertoire is the stuff of rural history, pinpointing in the bygoing the beliefs and backbreaking work rituals of the old farmtoun life.


It is likely that they had need of their fragile glory, for theirs was a comfortless existence. The crews of unmarried horsemen, as the ploughmen of the North-East were called, lived rough, for a farmtoun bothy was a drear and cheerless place devoid of warmth and often of human kindliness – and maybe not even watertight, into the bargain. They were fed without ceremony and sometimes with an ill grace in the toun’s kitchen or cooked their own monotonous oatmeal-based diet on the bothy fire. Reflecting on bothy society, the region’s greatest writer, Lewis Grassic Gibbon, a man bound closely by childhood ties to the country life, sees in his essay The Land only the bitter servitude of the life:





As I listen to that sleet-drive I can see the wilting hay-ricks under the fall of the sleet and think of the wind ablow on ungarmented floors, ploughmen in sodden bothies on the farms outbye, old, bent and wrinkled people who have mislaid so much of fun and hope and high endeavour in grey servitude to those rigs curling away, only half-inanimate, into the night.





For once, perhaps coloured too much by his politics, Gibbon’s view seems too severe, for there was often a camaraderie in the old bothy life, as old men will tell you, that more than relieved its tedium and at worst gave a concerted front against the poor conditions.


But it was never a life of luxury and the cottar’s case was scarcely better. And for much of the time it could be worse. He had his perquisites (his agreed quantities of oatmeal, milk and potatoes) but with his tied cottage and a numerous family to feed he was even more trapped in the system. His diet was as deeply



committed to the endless permutations of oatmeal and water and rustic ingenuity and he wore the same kind of tackety boots he had worn as a halflin. Like his bothy-housed colleagues he went to the farmtoun’s barn each Saturday night after lowsing-time for the only thing the farmer never grudged him: the straw with which he regularly filled his books to comfort his feet against the hardship of wearing them. The old straw he removed from them was thrown, in passing, into the midden: by then it was nearly as ripe as the dung anyway. At home his cottar house was a bare citadel to the thrift of a careful wife who assiduously put patches into every family garment – and between times hooked rag rugs to cheer a world of bare stone floors and the chill of the linoleum square. If their union, as many did, preempted the preacher, it rarely in the end precluded him. They paid tailor, watchmender and souter at the six-monthly terms of Whitsunday and Martinmas if they decently could: sometimes instead they just left the district.


For it was a feckless, rootless society, one re-orientated yearly and half-yearly by the catharsis of the feeing fairs – hiring markets like the notorious Muckle Friday of Aberdeen’s Castlegate and those held in nearly every small town of the region with the necessary inn and a place to stand. There, towards the end of May and November, and at the cottars’ markets held earlier, the fee’d men of the farmtouns offered themselves to the highest bidder. New engagements were negotiated, hands shaken, drams taken. The pattern of the day, like so many other aspects of the life of the touns, is accurately depicted in the words of the bothy ballads, in this case the long saga of ‘South Ythsie’:




As I went down to Ellon Fair


Ance on a day to fee,


Likewise an opportunity


My comrades for to see.







And steerin’ thro’ the market


An auld neebor chanced to see;


And when I stept up to him


He asked was I to fee?





He told me he was leavin’,


Likewise his neebor tee;


He said the grieve did want a hand,


And he thocht that I would dee.





He stept up unto the grieve,


Says, ‘Here’s a man to fee,


I think he’ll suit ye very weel,


If wi’ him ye can agree.’





He told to me some of the work


That I would have to do;


He said I would have little else


But cart and hold the ploo.





He asked at me my wages,


What they were gaun to be;


So in a short time after


Wi’ him I did agree.





The ballad highlights the kind of introduction and mutual recommendation that went on in the markets. And it pinpoints, yet again, the important role of the grieve, the farmtoun’s bailiff. He ordered the toun’s days: it was he who made the ‘bargain’ (though the farmer himself often accompanied him) and chose the labour crew that would carry a toun through the following six months: the bothy lads who would drive its Clydesdale pairs and muck its feeders’ byres.




Most were hard men; their will prevailed. As late as the 1920s and 1930s a horseman could still be sent from the toun for lagging without due cause in the binder bout (maybe so that his arrival opposite the field gate would conveniently coincide with lowsing-time). And a man coming home a day late to take up his Term Day fee would hardly have time to throw his bike against the bothy wall before being shown the road from the toun. There was no appeal, and practically no unionisation.


But for all its rigours, its hard work and poor conditions, there was an endless stream of country boys who could not wait to be part of the life, maybe because they knew of no other. None was more keen than the lad of John C. Milne’s delightful poem, ‘The Orra Loon’, which provides a splendid litany of all the jobs that fell to the youngest member of a farmtoun’s crew – and an instant Doric rundown on the dietary delights that awaited him:





I’ll sup ma chappit-tatties, stovies, yavel-broth and kail,


Skirley, saps and yirnt-milk, and mair than I can tell;


On Pess-day I’ll get twa big hard-boiled eggs instead o’ saps,


On Friday fin the van comes I’ll hae bonnie curran-baps,


And fyles the cadger-cairtie will bring herrin fae the sea,


Fin I am aince the orra loon at Mains o’ Pittendreee.





So much for dreams: the reality was something else again, and Milne, the country boy who became an academic, would not have been unaware of it. Few touns kept a board as varied or greatly cared what their fee’d men ate. Let another North-East poet, the incomparable Charles Murray, in his ‘Dockens afore his Peers’ pins down even more precisely the fate that awaited the orra loon’s female counterpart, that maid of all work, the servant lass:







… syne we hae the kitchie deem, that milks an’ mak’s the maet,


She disna aft haud doon the deese, she’s at it ear’ an’ late,


She cairries seed, an’ braks the muck, an’ gies a han’ to hyow,


An’ churns, an’ bakes, an’ syes the so’ens, an’ fyles there’s peats to


rowe.


An’ fan the maiden’s friens cry in, she’ll mak a cup o’ tay,


An’ butter scones, an’ dicht her face, an’ cairry ben the tray.





Yet still they went, knowing and unknowing – boys and girls grievously lacking education (but not native wit) – from the school desk to the feeing market in their best clothes, gauche and unworldly, and into the bothies of the touns and their kitchen beds, to become part of the farmtoun society.


It is a life reflected in poem and legend, song and story, interwoven to an exceptional degree with the cultural expression of the region, deeper and all the more trustworthy for being in the sometimes difficult Doric. Gibbon, with that special reverence he felt for folk who were his own, drew the link between their lives and the land:





Those folk in the byre whose lantern light is a glimmer through the sleet as they muck and bed and tend the kye, and milk the milk into tin pails, in curling froth – they are The Land, in as great a measure.





He sees their ‘apartness’ in the larger frame of society sharply:





… this Autumn’s crops, meal for the folk of the cities, good heartsome barley alcohol – would never be spread, never be seeded, never ground to bree, but for the aristocracy of the earth, the ploughmen and the peasants. These are the real rulers of Scotland: they are the rulers of the earth!


And how patient and genial and ingenuously foul-mouthed



and dourly wary and kindly they are, those selfless aristos of Scotland. They endure a life of mean and bitter poverty, an order sneered upon by the little folk of the towns, their gait is a mockery in city streets, you see little waitresses stare haughtily at their great red, suncreased hands, plump professors in spectacles and pimples enunciate theses on their mortality and morality, their habits of breeding and their shiftlessness – and they endure it all!





And it is possible, now, to see Murray, Milne and more recently Flora Garry for what they are: superb observers of the northern country scene with a deep understanding of that demented relationship between men and the soil.


The land of the farmtouns is a countryside remarkably well recorded, not least in that vast repertoire of song, the bothy ballads, written often by the bothy men themselves as they guilelessly disclaimed their crude art …







Now I am not a poet,


Nor yet a learned man,


But I will sing a verse or twa,


And spread them as I can.








… yet left us a most marvellous inheritance. When Gavin Greig, the great schoolmaster-collector of the ploughman’s songs, died in 1914, he had collected some 3,000 ballads sung in the North-East corner of Scotland. Only now is his work being fully analysed and assessed, but one thing is sure: many were of bothy origin.


It is one of the curious ironies of fate that the other great champion of the ploughman’s song – and one of its greatest exponents – should be a farmer, a rich one at that and therefore a member of the class the ballads most consistently attacked in their



thumping, rhythmic metre. His name was John Strachan; he was born in 1875 into what Hamish Henderson of that cultural reservoir the School of Scottish Studies called ‘the great heartland of traditional balladry’, as the farmtouns neared the end of their great boom years. The well-educated son of a farmer and horse-dealer father, John knew a good beast when he saw one – and a good ploughman, too, for that matter for he was in constant demand for the judging at shows and ploughing matches. Oddly, he was himself the embodiment of much of the ploughman’s own devil-may-care character and philosophy: he spoke the Doric broadly, played the fiddle and liked dancing. A well-built man, he had a taste for fancy waistcoats and almost certainly enjoyed his role of being ‘a bit of a character’.


He kept his own shelt, the fastest in the district, and drove his own phaeton, disdaining the services of a strapper and claiming always that it took him only three minutes from the parish kirk of Tarves to his nearest toun of Craigies, a three-pair place of some 300 acres, two and a half miles away.


Today his broad Doric, clinically encapsulated on tape, is in the BBC’s Sound Archive in faraway London, a strangely alien voice amid the tangled traffic-flow of the capital, dusted off now and then to reflect the quality of the old rural life.


John would have liked that for he was a sociable man always willing to sing at concerts. He was good to his farmtoun men and fond of a dram. He had, too, a kind of droll face-saving wit that stood him in good stead, and there is a story they tell still in that bare countryside about John and the crofter man.


John at the time had a guest from the South staying at the farmhouse and was taking a walk with him at ‘denner-time’ – the midday work break of the touns – when they met John’s tractor and bogey with a full load of swedes and driven by one of the ballad singer’s workmen who had a neighbouring croft.




John and his visitor stood on the road verge to let the tractor and its visibly embarrassed driver go past.


‘Surely, John,’ the guest finally exclaimed, ‘that man isn’t stealing a load of your swedes?’


‘Losh, no!’ John assured him instantly. ‘He will likely be bringing me back a load o’ his ain yalla neeps.’ It was not that John liked always to think the best of folk, more that he didn’t like them to be seen getting the better of him.


As a farmtoun figure he would become significant on several counts. He was a part of the great touns era for he farmed not only Craigies (locally always pronounced Craggies) but a number of other touns, including the more renowned Crichie, near Fyvie, to which he ultimately became more devoted.


Again, he exemplified the dynastical drive of much of the North-East Lowlands’ farming, with its spread of one-family control over many touns. Its reign had a classic pattern: touns were found for sons, for the husband of a daughter who had found favour. Slowly the family stretched its tentacles through a parish, accruing and aggregating, the old man a patriarchal figure, feared or loved – but always consulted – in the biggest toun, an Abraham at the head of his tribe.


But John Strachan was an important figure in quite another way: more than most he carried the culture of the great touns into the future at a time when it seemed it would founder. He took the old bothy songs of his young days across the cultural waste that befell them towards the end of the farmtoun era – from a time when every child of the touns grew up with a melodeon and a mouth organ and maybe a Jew’s harp in the house – and into a new acceptance of their worth.


He had help, of course, in keeping the ballads alive. Just over the hill from Craigies, in the little town of Oldmeldrum, there had lived another man whom many considered ‘the king of the cornkisters’, as the bothy songs were called. His name was Willie



Kemp and his folk had a hotel there which my great-grandfather regularly visited (though there is no record of him having an ear for music). Willie, too, has been preserved by the astute Corporation and, like his more illustrious countryman, is occasionally reincarnated to give authentic voice to those songs that dird to the tramp of Clydesdales’ feet. By the 1930s such men were singing of a way of life on the brink of change.


In a curious way the cottars, like the farming dynasties, had perpetuated the ties of blood with the land. Cottar bairn followed cottar father into the stable and the byre: what else was there? But now the closed social bonds that had long characterised the farmtoun society and made distinctions even within the confines of the toun itself began to disintegrate.


The touns had trapped people, bound them by obligation and duty and sometimes all but destroyed them, like the lass of Flora Garry’s poignantly moving ‘Bennygoak’:







Och, I’m tire’t o plyterin oot an in


Amo’ hens an swine an kye,


Kirnin amo’ brookie pots


An yirnin croods an fye.










I look far ower by Ythanside


To Fyvie’s laich, lythe lan’s,


To Auchterless an Bennachie


An the mist-blue Grampians.


Sair’t o the hull o Bennygoak


An scunnert o the ferm,


Gin I bit daar’t, gin I bit daar’t


I’d flit the comin’ term.








The lass’s problem was an old one:









Bit ma midder’s growin aul’ an deen


An likes her ain fireside.


’Twid brak her hert to leave the hull:


It’s brakkin mine to bide.








Not even Gibbon, whose prose grows out of the land, at one with its rhythms, conveys so well the plight of damaged folk. Flora Garry’s work, too, springs mainly from the dour countryside. Implicit in it is the terrible and moving love of the soil. The land was like that: its folk lived in that deep enthralment, like the beasts in the field almost, a part of the cycle of things. It was a love harsh and heartbreaking that put men at naught against the flow and fade of the seasons.


The small touns in their way were more typical and more tyrannical. Most were a modest hundred acres or so, worked by two horsemen and a bailie (a stockman) and the farmer himself. Their plight was dire as they rode out the Depression years.


Like the crofts that knitted the folds of the cultivated land and took the edge of the moor and the bare hillside, they shared a landscape studded with history and a new countryside conjured into being largely by the Improvement pioneers: men of the calibre of Grant of Monymusk, Cumine of Auchry and the laird of Pitfour with its gilded palace. Their new single-tenant steadings had risen out of the farming revolution to be lapped by the swell of their newly margined fields. Behind them, still plainly remembered, was that time of great socio-agrarian change that had largely eclipsed the old subsistence farming and begun the reign of a commercial agriculture. Their rise, and the emergence of the professional farmer, would sweep away the laird’s ancient privileges and in time all memory of the old farmtoun clusters bound by mutual obligation and the spell of the traveller’s tale. The momentum set in train would peter out only in the late 1800s, though even then there would be hopeful crofter men,



spurred by their spurious dream of independence, still breaking ground from the hill. The horse plough, the prime implement of the new touns, would connive with enclosure to alter entirely the fabric of rural society.


Territorially the land of the ballads spread north from the Vale of Strathmore to Moray; it ranged from the hugely fertile to the grudging, stony uplands. Behind its cliff-hung smugglers’ coast – the hinterland now of the oil that is the sea’s new riches – it ran bare and windswept across its seaboard plain for the shelter of the Highland hills. Much of it at first had been unpromising but under its bleak skies there came men to meet the hour, men who briefly brought a touch of adventure into farming, as much explorers in their way as Columbus or Cortez. They had their rewards but only a few got rich.


It was a landscape in which, as yet, neither science nor engineering had seriously distanced man from the soil; in which the work patterns of the touns still stretched out of the past from that time when the oxen had forsaken the plough. They would continue beyond the holocaust of World War Two to a time when the tractor would completely oust the Clydesdale pairs. It was a land above all where all life moved against the tapestry of the year, the immutability of the seasons, absorbing their rhythms and their immemorial rituals: ploughing, harrowing, sowing, reaping, threshing and the tending of livestock. It had a soul and a pulse-beat, a dreichness that was not unlovely. Sometimes it stole the heart.











2


The Laird and the Landscape


When the dour Dr Johnson, wit and critic and a man with especially little good to say of the Scots, was passing north in 1773 on his celebrated tour to the Highlands with his friend and biographer James Boswell (without whom precious little might ever have been heard of him), he saw on the eastern seaboard a landscape that confirmed his worst fears. The land had a bareness that plainly offended the old warrior of London’s Gough Square. And even the ebullient Boswell, it seems, was cast down by his country’s inability to please the eye. Coming up from Montrose, he noted that they ‘had the Grampian Hills in our view, and some good land around us, but void of trees and hedges …’ His elderly companion complained: ‘The country is still naked, the hedges are of stone …’ And even leaving the gracious elegance of Slains Castle, where he was attentively received and taken to see the fearsome Bullers of Buchan, he growled: ‘I have now travelled two hundred miles in Scotland, and seen only one tree not younger than myself.’


There was as yet little to strikingly suggest that the countryside of the North-East Lowlands was on the brink of unprecedented rural upheaval and already well embarked on a tide of vast agricultural improvement. It is odd, however, that neither of the London pair sensed change in the air for they paused at Laurencekirk and went on to Monboddo House to meet Lord Monboddo (posing as ‘Farmer Burnett’ in a rustic suit and a little round hat) and have a farmer’s dinner of ‘admirable soup,



ham, peas, lamb and moor fowl’. The tedious sage’s distemper was in no way mellowed by the meal or Lord Monboddo’s entertaining talk. ‘I have,’ said the great man churlishly, ‘done greater feats with my knife than this.’


Yet soon all would be transformed, not only at the Big House itself but in the surrounding countryside. The London travellers may not have been apprised of it but the improvers were at work: the margined field would become the common ground of agricultural usage, the single-tenant farmtoun the revised unit of farming settlement instead of the ancient run-rigs and the old hamlet clusters – the farmtouns of the earlier medieval landscape. The boundaries of the fields would be set by stonewall dykes. There would be hedges too, of beech and quickthorn.


The lairds created the landscape; where they did not, they created the ambience that allowed it. They took the chance too, in their related desire for social self-aggrandisement, to move the croft and the cot-toun from the castle door. Yet the era of Improvement would be their finest hour, before or since, for what had they done earlier but lead the folk into feud and foray and divide them in their loyalties to kirk and state? Unlike their English contemporaries they were largely untrammelled by straitening laws on enclosure: the laird was practically his own law in the final abolition of the run-rigs.


The first real stirrings of improvement had begun almost with the dawn of the 1700s. The times threw up courageous men with the strength of English farming convictions; by the last quarter of the century their improvement would have gained a general momentum and become the launch pad for the rebirth of rural society.


What gave it its impetus? The Industrial Revolution, of which it was part, for one thing; men like Sir Archibald Grant, for another. Grant was a prince among improvers in the north, though he had countrymen of near-equal calibre and foresight at work from the



Mearns up to Moray – lairds such as Cumine of Auchry, Barclay of Ury as well as Lord Gardenstone and the Earl of Findlater. They were a quite remarkable group. Later would come others who would absorb their legacy, both lairds and commoner folk. Villages would multiply on the North-East plain that Dr Johnson’s eye had so abhorred, like knots in ill-made brose.


The North-East Lowlands is a land of castles, evidence of old contentions, of standing stones and cairns, a landscape redolent of past deeds and dark encounters, most of them bloody. It has borne the impact and ebb of events and past civilisations to which we no longer have the key. Monymusk was a place already touched with history when Grant made his first acquaintance with its 10,000-acre estate; its hall and farmtoun, inextricably intertwined, were but a rickle of old biggings.


His father, Sir Francis Grant, advocate and judge, a man of whom it was said that he ‘kept a quiet heart in a troubled time’ and who sat as Lord Cullen as a Senator of the College of Justice in Edinburgh, had bought it in 1712 from Sir William Forbes, whose debts by then were catching up with him. It was the home of the Monymusk Reliquary, a small casket said to contain a bone that had once been St Columba’s, a fact that points up its place in the monastic past.


Malcolm Canmore, they say, on his way through to quell the wild men of Moray in 1078 paused here briefly, and in the hope of God’s help in his bloody errand drew out the ground plan of a kirk with his swordpoint on the earth, promising to build it should the battle go with him. So Monymusk got its venerable church. And as though that were not enough, Gavin Douglas, later translator of Virgil’s Aeneid into Scots in the 1500s, was once its dominie; John Skinner of ‘Tullochgorum’ fame, in Grant’s own time, the school’s assistant master.


The squalor of the estate depressed the father but not the eldest son, who took over in the year after the ill-fated Fifteen



rebellion. Sir Archibald, as a Westminster MP, was a member of that oldest of farming clubs, the House of Commons, which he left under something of a cloud in 1732. Thereafter he devoted himself wholeheartedly to the cause closest to his heart: agricultural improvement.


His Monymusk acres straddled the River Don; his programme followed the practical sequence of (a) general improvement of the estate, (b) home-farm innovation as an example, and (c) the initiating of improved methods and techniques among his tenantry, though there was undoubtedly overlap in all three. He drained, enclosed and planted trees at a pace and on a scale the like of which the country had never seen: about 50,000,000 during his lifetime, beginning with the still-famous Woods of Paradise in 1719 and stopping only with his death. A fellow improver said of him, ‘no other man ever existed on the globe who planted so many trees’. It may have been true, and that, by itself, might have been a fitting enough tribute for any man.


But Grant’s passion took hold like a contagion. Lairds fell over themselves in their desire to clothe the landscape that had so disenchanted Dr Johnson. Says William Alexander, author and rural historian of the North-East, in his Notes and Sketches Illustrative of Northern Rural Life in the Eighteenth Century:





The Earl of Fife and General Gordon of Fyvie planted largely, General Gordon as many as 3,000,000 trees in a single enclosure. James Farquharson of Invercauld, in the years from 1750 to 1806, is said to have planted 16,000,000 firs and 2,000,000 larches on his property in Braemar, through which he constructed more than twenty miles of roads. Towards the close of the eighteenth century, the cultivation of timber trees seems to have become an object of very general attention as testified by the statement of the writer [Dr Anderson] that ‘there is scarcely a private gentleman in Aberdeenshire who



owns an estate of £500 or £600 a year who has not planted many hundred thousand trees.’





What Grant imported into his northern lands, as did his few contemporaries, was the agriculture of the south: techniques and men and machines to complement them. He encountered passive resistance if not outright rebellion and where persuasion, example and intimidation failed he fell back finally on eviction. It was, after all, to become a damnably common remedy, and if the numbers were much fewer than those of the tragic Highland Clearances, the hardship was no less. He was a harsh man who loved church music and he was never mealy mouthed when it came to telling his tenants what he thought of them and their antiquated methods. It was a time, generally, when many of the tenants on improving estates stopped praying for their landlords. But those Grant considered ‘suitable’ tenants were rewarded by the security of longer leases than those of the five- or seven-year run that had previously been given, and it would be niggardly now to minimise his achievement personally or his influence regionally – or even nationally.


When he started his ‘agricultural revolution’ the Monymusk farmtouns were (in his own words, for he left a copious record) ‘ill disposed and mixed, different persons having alternate ridges and not one wheel carriage on the estate, nor indeed any one road to allow it’. Of the poor biggings of the folk (never mind the stock) he added: ‘The farmhouses and even the corn mills and the manse and the school were poor leaking huts which were pulled to pieces for manure, or fell themselves almost each alternate year.’


From the start, Grant had begun ‘to enclose and plant and provide and prepare nurseries. At that time there was not one acre upon the whole estate enclosed, nor any timber upon it but a few elms, sycamore and ash about a small kitchen garden



adjoining to the house and some straggling trees at some of the farmyards, with a small copse wood not enclosed and dwarfed and browsed by sheep and cattle.’


Nearly fifty years later, the preacher John Wesley, visiting Monymusk in 1764, saw ‘on every side the wild dreary moors … ploughed up and covered with rising corn … Ground as well cultivated as in England’. Grant would have been happy with that verdict; when he died aged eighty-two, in 1778, he had transformed the Monymusk estate into a showcase for the new farming. There is, alas, no great burden of proof that he was esteemed or greatly loved.


He was indeed ahead of his time. He worked, it seems, surprisingly undisturbed through troubled times. There had been the folly of the Fifteen and its attempt to restore a Stewart to his rightful throne – that dreadfully mismanaged rebellion for which the Old Pretender had stepped ashore, drab and uncharismatic, at Peterhead too late: the squib had gone out. There followed the last throe of the Forty-five, equally doomed, a fine and quixotic irrelevancy on the chequerboard of history that still spreads its romantic aura over the Highlands. And with the defeat of Culloden all was changed: ties of blood and fealty sundered in the mist of Drummossie moor.


Yet, whatever its cost and humiliation (and they were considerable) it could have been a time when men, freed of old alignments, turned their faces purposely to the future. Alas, harsh government measures had the reverse, repressive effect. In the North-East Lowlands, says the Rev. J.B. Pratt, that authority on things past relating to Buchan, with a hindsight on history that is closer than ours by well over a hundred years, farms lay a-wasting from the want of men able, or willing, to take up their leases.


For all that, there were men in this time of rebellion and readjustment who were not idle: improvement would grip them



too, as it had Grant. Joseph Cumine, however, was out of a slightly different mould, a man of wider vision even, for he was inspired by the deeds of such improvers extraordinary as John Cockburn of Ormiston, like Grant an MP (it seems almost to have been a prerequisite), who took over his lands in the south about the same time as Monymusk got its improving laird. Cumine, coming into possession of Auchry in moorland Monquitter, followed Cockburn’s grand, if blighted example and took the rural revolution a step further in the North-East in 1763 by founding the village of Cuminestown – a consumer outlet for the produce of the new-style farming.


Auchry, to the east of Turriff, was not an hour distant from Monymusk for any good crow; in terms of terrain it was worlds away. Grant’s land was a fertile haugh, Cumine’s was a bare Buchan parish. The Laird of Auchry, like his peers, planted trees by the thousand, enclosed the land and drained it and refurbished the Big House but he is best remembered now from the village that bears his name. Its beginnings were not auspicious. Said an early reporter:





He planned a regular village on a moorish part of the farm contiguous to the church. For a while he suffered in silence the sneers of his neighbours who called his scheme wild and impracticable, but these temporary sneers soon gave way to lasting esteem.


He first prevailed upon a small number of people to take feus and assisted the industrious with money. Settlers annually flocked to Cuminestown (at first known as Redstone) … Soon there were seventy-five feus occupied by a set of industrious honest and active feuars.





Linen was spun by every family for the merchants and ‘1,000 pairs of cargo hose at 1/- per pair are annually sent to market’.



Every second house had its loom and there were also several big weaving sheds housing looms.


Cumine was a man with a dream, and maybe his weavers’ village deserved a better fate: though initially a success its industrial lifespan was cut short and in decline before the 1800s were well begun. Gradually the click of the shuttle was stilled. Yet he had his imitators; indeed the Earl of Fife had anticipated him with the ‘new town’ of Newmill a few years earlier – with even less success. Today Newmill looks back with less pride on its brief industrial past as a ‘new town’ than on the fact that it gave the New World a great journalist in the person of James Gordon Bennett, founder and first editor of the New York Herald (later the Herald Tribune).


The years of fevered change saw also the emergence of the Earl of Findlater’s New Keith. As Lord Deskford (up to 1764) he had introduced new methods on the Banffshire family estate in his father’s reign, bringing home an English grieve to show tenants how to grow turnips, potatoes and sown grasses. He planted 11,000,000 trees and by 1752 had organised a bleach field at Deskford and later set up a factory producing linen and damask at Cullen, where he lived the last years of his life in Cullen House, dying in 1776. His textiles venture fared no better than those of the other ‘new towns’ of the region and fell before the forces of greater manufacturing resources.


Up in the Spey valley, before 1800, the Duke of Gordon pushed the old Fochabers from his gate to a new site that kept it at a seemly distance. Back in Buchan, New Deer would be ‘raised’ by James Ferguson of fabulous Pitfour, MP for Aberdeenshire, a man who worked tirelessly to rearrange the landscape and who drove turnpikes and hedges through Buchan’s acres like there was no tomorrow. Born in 1734, as Grant was just getting into his stride, Ferguson too was the eldest son of a law lord – one who had courageously once defended Jacobites



thrown into Carlisle’s jail in the Forty-five – and in the southern capital was on nodding acquaintance with Boswell who described him enigmatically as ‘remarkable for a manly understanding and a knowledge of both books and the world’.


New Deer was born in 1805, as a crofter township, along a bare ridge of land in a place once known more romantically as the Field of Bog Myrtle. The fields sloped down to east and west of the one long street, a drab development that hardly extended the planner’s skills and one, alas, that became damnably common in that area. Out of that poor beginning though would grow a countryside of wide and smiling fields and an admired agriculture.


Before he died in 1820 Ferguson had founded several villages, including the ‘new town’ of Mintlaw, dug a canal through his own property, and as his obituary said – it was as though Johnson’s ghostly whisper were still heard in the land – ‘planted many hundred acres which promise to rescue the district of Buchan from the reproaches of future travellers and has enclosed whole farms with hawthorn hedges’.


At the house of Pitfour itself he indulged a whimsical talent for grandeur by building a 45-acre lake in the grounds and, at their west end, a miniature of the Temple of Theseus in Athens, complete with thirty-four Doric pillars in granite. And he sprinkled statues through the policies of Pitfour as though it were the Tuileries Gardens. Indeed, there seems to have been a liking for style and ostentation in the rich Pitfour blood and when James died, his brother George succeeded only briefly before Pitfour came to the latter’s illegitimate son, also George, who lost no time at all in carrying on where his uncle James left off, building great stables, a racecourse, and an imposing pillared frontage that made the mansion house the speak of Buchan and beyond and turned it into a gilded palace employing a hundred servants. Truly, they knew how to live, those folk of Pitfour.




But they were stirring times and other men too left their mark on the land of the ballad touns. Down in the red-soiled Mearns, where Burns’ folk had farmed before they left for Ayrshire – and where Dr Johnson had met with the eccentric judge Lord Monboddo – the rage for progress was no less. Like-minded men were as assiduously sweeping aside the immemorial run-rigs. Looking back as the century turned, George Robertson in his General View of the Agriculture of Kincardineshire (published in 1807) would say of the Mearns scene of the 1760s or thereabouts:





… there arose in this county a constellation of cultivators, which dispelling the mist that till then obscured the horizon of agricultural science, threw out all at once such a splendid light over the labours of husbandry as has not been exceeded, and perhaps hardly equalled even, to the present day.





There is no evidence that Mr Robertson was an excitable man, and extravagant though it is – quite the most splendid statement perhaps by any of the reporters of the time – it was almost justified. They were considerable figures, the Kincardine improvers. The most lustrous of the cluster perhaps was Robert Barclay of Ury, Norfolk-trained, who heired into the estate in 1760. His inheritance was mostly marshland and moor. That cultivated was poorly farmed and badly laid out and the mansion house hardly had a tree to hide it. There was not a single tree, it is said, on any other part of the estate.


Over the next thirty years or so Barclay would plant somewhere around 1,000 acres with timber. He drained prodigiously, removed 100,000 tons of stones from the land, much of which went into the making of old-style stone drains, the remainder, if you can call it that, going into the making of eight miles of policies’ roads. The creation of fields of cultivable land, draining, trenching and lifting of stones cost up to an estimated £40 an



acre. Three hundred of the acres reclaimed had been heath and bog and his bill for lime alone was £6,000. Barclay could countenance such expenditure for he had come home from Jamaica with a fortune in his pocket. Besides introducing the methods strongly advocated by his friend ‘Turnip’ Townsend, he managed the by now almost obligatory ‘new town’, Stonehaven, as the century closed.


Hard on Barclay’s heels came Lord Gardenstone, yet another Scottish judge and a most curious man who slept with a pet sow in his room, laying his clothes on the floor for its comfort, an odd habit even for a man so dedicated to agricultural progress. His other indulgence was snuff, which he consumed in prodigious quantities not from the customary snuff-mull but from a special leather pocket spliced on to his waistcoat. Dean Ramsay, whose childhood countryside lay nearby, in his delightful Reminiscences of Scottish Life and Character, says of him:





He was a man of energy, and promoted improvements in the county with a skill and practical sagacity. His favourite scheme was to establish a flourishing town upon his property, and he spared no pains or expense in promoting the importance of his village of Laurencekirk. He built an excellent inn to render it a stage for posting. He built and endowed an ‘Episcopal’ chapel for the benefit of his English immigrants, in the vestry of which he placed a most respectable library; and he encouraged manufacturers of all kinds to settle in the place.





So much for the town. His efforts on the Johnston estate, purchased in 1762, were just as extensive and Gardenstone devoted every available penny to enclosing his tenants’ fields and building them new farmhouses, and dressing his own land. Misguidedly, like so many others, he put his trust in textiles to counterpoint the countryside’s farming activity.




Besides Barclay and Gardenstone there were in that galaxy of Kincardineshire improvers many others determinedly pushing forward: among them Sir William Nicolson of Glenbervie, a Mr Graham of Morphie; and a Mr Silver of Netherley, who imported lime for his work of reclamation and due to a complete lack of roads had to bring it all from Stonehaven on creels and sacks on the horses’ backs. There was Baxter of Glassel and John Innes, sheriff-substitute, who held the Durris lands and, says William Alexander in his Northern Rural Life:





effected a number of improved farm-steadings and cottages and reclaimed at great cost 451 Scots acres, sub-dividing and fencing it, besides enclosing over 2,500 acres. He planted 740 acres of muir ground and built about 50 miles of stone dykes; and all this in seven years, the result being to increase the rental from £1,000 to £2,500.





Lesser men aped their betters. Says Henry Grey Graham in The Social Life of Scotland in the Eighteenth Century: ‘Young lords and law lords, lairds great and small, took to planting and pruning as formerly they had taken to hunting and drinking …’


Cumine’s early ideas so fired the mind of James, the second Urquhart laird of Byth, nearby, that in 1764 – a year after Cuminestown was born on the moor – he took the farmtouns of Old, Mid and New Gully into his possession to feu them out in small parcels of land for the village of New Byth, sweeping away the old cot-toun of Byth in the process. In doing so he raised the rental of the Byth lands, at one deft stroke, to nearly five times what they had been thirty years earlier.


Grant, too, had his disciples, not all of them so astute. When the former Forbes lands of Lickleyhead, in the shadow of Bennachie and not far distant from Monymusk, came finally into the possession of Thomas Gordon about 1776, he took all



the farms into his own hands, causing upheaval among the local population and doubtless considerable hardship. Says the Old Statistical Account, which enshrines so much of the history of improvement under the manse pen:





Carts from Aberdeen were hired to bring lime to Inverurie and Mr Gordon’s own horses and oxen went to Inverurie and brought it to Premnay. The fields were enclosed and planted with hedgerows and thoroughly limed. Proper houses and other necessary buildings were erected and the lands after being several years in the proprietor’s hands were let out to different farmers.





Clearly Mr Gordon was not a man to do things by halves. Alas, there was a hitch. Again, the Old Statistical Account and the shrewdly well-informed manse hand: ‘The expense of improving the lands at such a distance from a seaport has hurt the fortune of the intelligent and public-spirited gentleman who improved them.’ It adds, blandly, showing more native wit than Mr Gordon had done: ‘It may here be remembered that it is more prudent for a landed gentleman to improve one farm and let it and afterwards to improve other farms in succession than to attempt improving the whole at once.’


Poor Mr Gordon. For all his goodwill and reforming zeal (we will not speak here of profit, though it was possibly in his mind) he had made one serious and inexcusable blunder: by such wholesale improvement he had flooded the market with farms and had finally to reduce rents to a ruinous level to find tenants for them.


In the low country of Udny, ‘Bonnie Widney’ of ballad fame and a place where it is said you could be sure of finding the best kind of dairying wife, Mr Udny of Udny House came to notice as an innovator and improver and by 1780 was making a mark



with ‘neat enclosures, thriving hedges and commodious offices, presenting such a picture as made the traveller loath to prosecute his further journey over the many barren, outlying acres.’ The commentator, significantly, was a farmer from the lusher Lothians in the south. It was Mr Udny, with the zeal of a present-day football manager, who managed to persuade another southerner, James Anderson, to come north into a more hostile land and into the farmtoun of Monkshill.


Anderson was quite tireless, and soon his adopted countryside reflected it. And not only his countryside. Says William Alexander: he was ‘a man of liberal education, he had studied chemistry in Edinburgh under Dr Cullen and, in 1780, received the degree of LL.D. at Aberdeen. Twelve years before he had married Miss Seton of Mounie, by whom he had thirteen children. He was a contributor to the first edition of the Encyclopaedia Britannica, and wrote the first report on the agriculture of Aberdeenshire …’


Part and parcel of the early general fervour, between 1758 and 1765, had been the think tank of Gordon’s Mill Farming Club, whose members met fortnightly (in fact, more comfortably at the inn close by the mill) on the fringe of what is now Britain’s oil capital: the Tillydrone district of Aberdeen. They were a motley crew, with the improver Cumine of their number and six of them academics escaping the bounds of Aberdeen University. Conviviality mingled with discussion of such serious and practical problems as the relative ploughing costs with oxen and horses, implement improvement, manuring and liming, the sowing of grasses and clovers, sheep management, winter herding and, of course, enclosure. And even at that early time, they were debating that closest of all northern farming relationships: the black bullock and the turnip.


For all that, the start of general change was delayed until near the end of the century and in 1780 the improver was still rather a



rarity among the Scottish gentry. The pattern of progress, therefore, was not uniform: between one estate and its neighbour there might be a time-warp of fifty years or more in the farming methods. The agricultural revolution, for example, seems to have so much bypassed Leslie on Gadieside in the Garioch uplands, that the minister-writer of the Old Statistical Account is nearly beside himself with disappointment. He gives the local farmers their characters in no uncertain way (certain maybe that they will never have the time to read him) and about as bluntly as Sir Archibald Grant had derided his tenants about a half-century earlier:





The same methods of tillage and cropping … still prevails which was practised perhaps 200 years ago. With the advantage of excellent soil, a tolerable climate and rents by no means extravagant, the farmer toils on from day to day, harasses and perplexes himself, and after all with difficulty procures the necessities of life for himself and family.


An obstinate attachment to old-established practices too much prevails and neither precept nor example will induce them to alter their plan …





Not everyone liked what was happening: not the small farmer completely without the capital to let him manoeuvre, without the siller to buy lime or to pay for drains to be dug or dykes to be built. Not the dispossessed for inevitably, as always, eviction was part of the process of change as the old farmtoun clusters were dispersed. There was dissent from time to time, dykes broken and plantations damaged, though nothing on a scale to equal the activities of the Galloway Levellers, or the mobs of the English enclosure riots.


A new pattern of settlement was born in the countryside, often on the foundations of the old touns but as often on the bare acres



of the moor – the new villages, the ‘new towns’ of the lairds, centres of community and consumer marketplaces. Those settled there, in time, would cross the psychical frontier between the old life and the new. And the work went on relentlessly as land was claimed from heath and marsh.


There were observant eyewitnesses to those days of momentous reconstruction. One of them was Christian Watt, a Broadsea fisher lass who took her creel round the landward farmtouns and as far in-country as Deeside. Life and the toll that the sea took of her menfolk broke Christian finally and she spent the last half of her long life in Aberdeen’s Cornhill mental asylum. There she wrote a moving journal – her memoirs, only recently published. In them, The Christian Watt Papers, with so much else, she recorded the transformation of her own landscape:





… the whole world changed. It was not gradual but sudden like lightening [sic]. Whole gangs of men came in to reclaim the land, they ploughed bogs and stanks, everywhere was the smell of burning whins. Suddenly huge big parks were marching up the side of Mormond hill, so greedy did they become for land. Around Cairnbulg and St Combs, what had been large tracts of bents suddenly became farmland. You could make a good bit of money at drystane dyking if you had the skill, for all the parks were enclosed.





In Kennethmont parish in the Garioch, reported the Rev. William Minty, in the 1830s, things proceeded apace:





Several hundred acres of marshy ground have been completely drained and now produce weighty crops. Many acres of moorland, upon which the appearance of ridges was still visible, showing that they had at one time been cultivated, have again been brought under the plough … Many of the



houses of the farmers are now built of stone and lime instead of turf and covered with slates instead of straw …



OEBPS/images/Frontcover.jpg
Cornkister Days
A PORTRAIT OF A LAND
AND ITS RITUALS





OEBPS/images/title.jpg
The Cornkister Days

A Portrait of a Land
and its Rituals

DAVID KERR CAMERON

BIRLINN





