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Introduction


_____________


Surnames give us a sense of identity and belonging. They situate us in history. And they always have an original meaning. The traditional surnames associated with Scotland have five main sources, all going back to the first bearers: the place where they lived or came from; a personal or physical characteristic; their trade or profession; a religious affiliation (follower of a particular saint); or the name of the first bearer’s father (patronymic). They have two main language sources: Gaelic and Scots. A substantial number can also be traced back to pre-11th century languages Brittonic, Pictish and Old Norse. From the late 11th century, many surnames are Scots adaptations of the Norman French or Old English names brought in by incomers given land by 12th-century Scottish kings. Indeed, surnames are among the clearest surviving memorials to the revolutionary influx of foreigners from Flanders, France, Brittany and England who became owners of most of the country during the 12th century. Of course, today, surnames are no guide at all to someone’s provenance, appearance or profession. But many names remain quite closely associated with a particular district, and this can be a useful guide for anyone pursuing the family history.


Bynames, nicknames and patronymics are the oldest form of surnames, helping to distinguish individuals in a community where many might share a limited number of forenames. With the advent of Normans as landholders from the late 11th century, and the introduction of written records, location-based names came into use. In the Highlands, the practice of addressing a landholder by the name of his estate rather than that of his family has not quite died out.


The acquisition of fixed and recorded surnames spread slowly through the country between the 12th and 14th centuries, though ‘fixed’ is a relative term: many people changed their names as a result of movement, or family disputes, or new lords. The traditional naming system is heavily male-oriented, as the word ‘patronymic’ (father’s name) implies. The Scottish Mac- is ‘son of’, not ‘child of’, and the suffix -son speaks for itself. Gaelic has a female surname form, nigh, ‘daughter of’, which fell into disuse but which has seen some revival in recent years, along with Mac surnames in their Gaelic form.


This book lists names that have a distinctively Scottish form, or an established history in Scotland, so Smith and Brown, Johnson and Williamson are in, but Jones and Williams (both increasing in numbers) are not. The selection includes all names in regular use and many rarer ones, especially those of historical or linguistic interest.


In each case, the original meaning of the name is given, along with the original location, where known, and its first recorded appearance. Historical details and individuals of particular interest are also noted.


Readers and users of this book are assured that it is compiled, written and checked entirely by human agency and no use in any way has been made of AI.









Clans and Families – A Note


_____________


This book is about names. It does not venture into genealogy – the tracing of descent within a family or kinship group. The Gaelic word clann means ‘children’; and in its original usage referred to the children or direct descendants of a particular individual. Thus, MacKenzie means ‘son of Coinnich’, and the MacKenzies were known as Clann Choinnich, ‘children of Coinnich’. In the same way, the MacPhersons were known to themselves and their neighbours as Clann Mhuireach, ‘children of Muireach’. These and many other names are of Celtic origin. But others are not. Two neighbouring northern clans, Fraser and Grant, owe their surnames to Norman-French families installed as landholders during the reigns of Kings David I and Malcolm IV. Over time, the incomers became thoroughly Scottish, and those whose ancestors had long lived on the land before their arrival assumed their names to identify with the territory and the chiefly family. But the link between chief and clansfolk was no longer one of common descent from a half-legendary progenitor, but the essentially feudal one of lord and vassal.


Though the system certainly evolved from a tribal society, the word ‘clan’ to define a particular group does not appear in records until the 14th century (see Chattan). By this time, a distinct structure was in place, with the chief or toiseach at its head, a captain, normally a close relation, in charge of mustering men, and a number of tacksmen (superior tenants) who sublet ground to the clansfolk. The social gap between the chief and the people widened as the more powerful chiefs received royally bestowed titles and began to see their lands as sources of financial income – a situation far different to the early medieval days when they measured their wealth in terms of men and cows.


In modern times, ‘clan’ has come to mean the sharers of a particular Scottish surname, wherever they live. Clans and their chiefships are registered by Lyon King of Arms, and most have their own international associations and websites.









Scottish
Surnames A–Z


_____________


A


_____________


Abercrombie, Abercromby


A Gaelic location name from Fife. Originally a river name, it indicates where one ‘winding stream’ flows into another. First noted around 1157, it is now a hamlet a mile or so inland from St Monans. A William de Abercromby is recorded from 1296.


Abernethy


A Gaelic location name from Perth & Kinross. Another river name, it denotes the place where the Nethy Burn flows into the Tay estuary. ‘Nethy’ comes from a Celtic root meaning ‘pure, clean’. The place name was first recorded around 970; the surname is first noted with Hugh de Abernethy around 1150.


Acheson, see Aitchison


Adam, Adams, Adamson


In some cases, this may have originated as a patronymic but in medieval times, when a surname was required, it may have been chosen in honour of the biblical first father, whose name in Hebrew simply means ‘man’. Addie and Eadie are shortened versions found from the 12th century onwards. Robert Adam (1728–92) was a celebrated architect in the classical style. See also Aitken.


Affleck, see Auchinleck


Agnew


A medieval immigrant name. During the reigns of Malcolm III’s successors, many Norman incomers were granted lands. The Agnews may have come from D’Agneaux in Normandy, the name indicating a sheep farm. First noted in 1200 when William de Aigneus was signatory to a charter. The family established itself at Lochnaw in Galloway in the 13th century and were named hereditary Sheriffs of Galloway by David II in 1363. As very often happened, many people who became tenants or retainers would have adopted the surname without necessarily being related to the landowner.


Ainslie


In the 13th and 14th centuries, Scottish kings and nobles often owned lands in England, with comings and goings of churchmen, officials and servants. The likely source here is Annesley in Nottinghamshire, with persons named as de Anslei (1221). Family tradition has it that the original arrivals were post-1066 Saxon refugees. For a long time, the name has been associated with Roxburgh and the Border region.


Aird


From the Gaelic word for ‘the heights’, Aird could apply as a location name in many parts, from the Inverness/Ross border to Ayrshire and Wigtownshire. Earliest on record are Nicoll and William Ard in Ayrshire in 1526.


Airlie


Associated with the parish of the same name in Angus; a location name perhaps stemming from Gaelic ard, ‘height’, and leac, ‘slope’, and probably assumed by tenants of the Ogilvie family whose territory this was: they were earls of Airlie from 1629. The Airlies were regarded as a sept (small kindred group of a large clan) of the Ogilvies.


Aitken, Atkinson


Along with cognate names such as Atkin, Aikin, Aitchison and all beginning with the diminutive At- or Ad- form of Adam, these names have been widespread since the 13th century. ‘Son of Adam’ from the diminutive form Ade is often represented in early Latin documents by filius Ade: the same man is noted in North Berwick, 1384, as both Johannes filius Ade and John Aktynsoun.


Alexander


Made popular as the forename of three 11th–13th-century kings. As Alexanderson, it was a common 15th–16th century surname, though the -son has been dropped. The Gaelic form is Alasdair (see MacAllister). Sir William Alexander (1567– 1640) attempted to found a Scottish colony as Nova Scotia. Field Marshal Harold Alexander, 1st Earl Alexander (1891– 1969), born in London, was a British army commander.


Allan, Allen


The oldest form, Alan, is found in two Celtic language strands, Breton and Gaelic. The Gaelic form Ailean, ‘rock’ or ‘rocky’, may be equated with Peter, ‘rock’ of the Church. Its use as a surname is patronymic, often as Allanson or MacAllan. Allan as a river name has the same sense of ‘stony’. The Normanised form fiz Alan is found from 1296; the Fitz Alans became High Stewards of Scotland (see Stewart). David Allan (1744–96), born in Alloa, was a painter of Scottish scenes.


Allardyce


A location name from the barony of Allardyce in Kincardineshire. Its Gaelic elements are ail, ‘cliff’, and deas, ‘south’. Alexander de Allyrdas is recorded in 1294.


Alloway


A location name which can be from Ayrshire (birthplace of Robert Burns) or Alloa in Clackmannanshire. Both have the same Gaelic origin, al a’ mhaigh, ‘stony plain’. Elizabeth Alloweius is recorded in Dunfermline, 1549.


Almond


Most probably a location name from rivers either in Midlothian or Perthshire. It is not unusual to find river names used in this way, though not with large numbers of bearers. No early forms are recorded. In England, the name derives from the Old English personal forename Alcmund.


Anderson


Son of Andrew – as Andrew is the patron saint, the patronymic may be a general one, but as Andrew was also a widely used forename, it is more likely to refer to a particular progenitor. Duncan le fiz (son) Andreu is recorded from Dumfries in 1296. The name is found throughout Scotland and is common in the Scottish diaspora, especially the USA. John Anderson (1726–96), Professor of Natural Science at Glasgow University, endowed the institution that is now Strathclyde University. Alexander Anderson (1845–1909), railway surfaceman and poet, became Librarian of Edinburgh University. John Anderson (1882–1958), born in Edinburgh, politician and civil servant, initiated the Anderson air raid shelter and became Viscount Waverley.


Andrew, Andrews, Drew


The name has been current since the Scots adopted the apostle Andrew as patron saint in the ninth century. As a surname, it is first found with Duncan fiz Andrew in 1296. Early forms include Andro and Andree. Andrews is an abbreviation of Andrewson. Drew, first noted as a surname in Glasgow, 1512, is another abbreviation. The name was taken into Gaelic as Aindrea, with Mac Aindrea as the patronymic. See also Gillanders.


Angus, MacAngus


A Celtic personal name, borne by both Scots and Pictish kings as Aonghas or Oengus up to the ninth century, and still widely used as a forename: the original meaning is ‘unique choice’. As a surname it may have come via the naming of the district and earldom of Angus, generally supposed to commemorate one of the aforementioned kings. The name of William de Anegus was recorded in 1297. The form Angusson was recorded up to the 17th century but is now rare. MacAngus (MacAonghuis), first noted with Duncan Makangus in 1492, seems often to have been rendered in documents as MacInnes or McGinnis.


Annan, Annand


A name with two location sources, Annan in Dumfriesshire, and the lands of Inyaney, close to Montrose. Both are found from the 13th century; the Dumfriesshire name with William de Anand, 1249. The Angus lands of Inyaney were also known as Aneny: Adam de Anand was a canon of Dunkeld in the mid-13th century. The Dumfries form is primarily Annan; the Angus one primarily Annand. James King Annand (1908–93), born in Edinburgh, was a much-loved children’s poet.


Anstruther


A location name from the Fife town, the Scots form of Gaelic an sruthair, ‘place of streams’. Henricus de Ainstrother, of Norman descent from the de Candela family who had come up from Dorset in England, appears first to use the name, around 1225. As a port with North Sea links, its name may have been adopted by incoming settlers from the Low Countries, Denmark and Poland.


Arbuthnot


Another river name, from Kincardineshire, combining Pictish aber and Gaelic buadhanat meaning ‘confluence of the holy stream’, a barony in the 13th century whose thane is recorded as Hugh de Aberbothenoth. Dr John Arbuthnot (1667–1735), born there, was the subject of Alexander Pope’s poem ‘Letter to Dr Arbuthnot’. See also Swinton.


Archibald


Originally a forename, Arcenbald in Old English, it is recorded as a surname at least from the 14th century, with the oldest record being Robert de Archebalde at Roxburgh, 1390. It remains more used as a forename, often shortened to Archie. See Gillespie for its mistaken link to Gaelic.


Armour


An occupational name: ‘armourer’. As such it was spread, if thinly, across feudal Scotland. Adam le Armorere is recorded at Berwick in 1297. By the 15th century, it had lost the final syllable. Jean Armour (1767–1834) was Robert Burns’s wife and the subject of numerous poems.


Armstrong


Probably originating on the English side of the (at that time ill-defined) Border, the Armstrongs were firmly established in Liddesdale by the 13th century, recorded from around 1235, with Adam Armstrong, in Carlisle. The name perhaps began as the byname of a particularly strong family head. They gained an early reputation as reivers and fighters, though some led respectable lives: Gilbert Armstrong was an ambassador to England in 1363. More celebrated were Johnnie Armstrong of Gilnockie and ‘Kinmont Willie’, both bandits. Archie Armstrong (d.1672) was court jester to James VI and Charles I.


Arnot, Arnott


Originally a location name from Arnot in Kinross-shire, probably linked to Gaelic eórna or eornaich, ‘barley’ or ‘abounding in barley’. Michael de Arnoth is recorded as proprietor in 1284. The name is also associated with the Cunninghame district of Ayrshire, where a branch of the family may have moved in the late 14th century. Neil Arnott (1788–1874), born in Arbroath, was a physician and inventor of the waterbed.


Arrol


Errol in Perthshire was often written as Arrol, perhaps because of local pronunciation. The place name is recorded as Erole in 1199; a Pictish origin has been suggested. As a surname it is recorded in both forms from the 16th century. Sir William Arrol (1839–1913) was a distinguished engineer and bridge builder.


Arthur


As a forename it was used by the North Britons rather than the Gaels, with an original meaning of ‘bear’, ‘bearlike’. As a surname it is recorded from the 16th century, with Thomas Harthawr in Angus, 1511, though a Gaelic form MacArtair goes back to Argyll before 1300. The MacArthurs, keepers of Dunstaffnage Castle, were staunch allies of Robert I. Chester Alan Arthur (1829–86), of Scottish descent, was 21st President of the USA. See also MacArthur.


Auchinleck, Affleck


These names have separate location sources, from Ayrshire and Angus respectively. The Ayrshire name is recorded from 1263, though the estate went to the Bowells through marriage in 1504. The Afflecks were a small Angus clan, hereditary armour bearers to the Earls of Crawford, first noted in 1306. In subsequent centuries, the two names were written down in many variations, causing considerable confusion. Field Marshal Sir Claude Auchinleck (1884–1981), born in Aldershot, was a British army commander in World War II.


Auchterlonie, Ochterlony


A location name from Angus, spelled in both, and many other, forms from the 13th century. It may come from the lands of Lownie in the parish of Dunnichen, in the possession of the family until around 1226–1239. Auchter- is from Gaelic uachdar, ‘upper’; lonie is unclear: lónach, Gaelic ‘marshy’ is a possibility. Lonach is also a hill name in Strathdon. John of Othirlony is noted in 1226. Another John Ouchterlony occupied the house and estate of Guynd at Carmyllie around 1678. The Auchterlonies of St Andrews were a notable 19th-century golfing family.


Auld


A personal name from Old English eald, ‘old’; Scots auld. As Auld or Alde it is found in Ayrshire with John Alde 1284, but by the 16th century was quite a common name throughout the country.


Ayton, Aytoun


A location name from Berwickshire: ‘settlement on the River Eye’. Steffan son of Swan de Eitun was a landholder there in 1170. William Edmonstoun Aytoun (1813–65), Professor of Belles Lettres at Edinburgh University, was author of the ‘Bon Gaultier Ballads’ and other verses.


B


_____________


Badenoch


A location name from the Strathspey area, meaning ‘flooding land’, and probably originating with persons who had moved from the area. The name is noted in Inverurie, Aberdeenshire, in 1464. Patricius de Badynach was a councillor in Aberdeen, 1435. It is the married name of Kemi Badenoch (1980–), prominent UK politician.


Baikie


Like numerous other names, this one is associated with both Aberdeen and Orkney: not surprising as Aberdeen was the Orcadians’ preferred port of contact with the southern mainland. Its origin though has been traced to a manor in Angus, noted as capella de Baky (1363), which may have gained its name from Gaelic bacan, ‘hindrance’, referring to a bend in the local stream, though bacan has other meanings, including ‘stake’ and even ‘knoll’. John Baikie was a bailie in Kirkwall, 1643, and Baikies have long been a prominent family in Aberdeen.


Baillie


Occupational name, from French bailli, Scots ‘bailie’ – steward of an estate, or (later) town official. The earliest record as a surname is with William de Bailli in 1311, but its use increased as the number of bailies grew. Robert Baillie of Jerviswoode (c.1634–84) was hanged as a Presbyterian plotter against Charles II. Joanna Baillie (1762–1851), born in Bothwell, was a poet and playwright. Dame Isobel Baillie (1895–1983), born in Hawick, was a celebrated opera singer.


Bain, Bayne


Descriptive in origin, the Scots version of Gaelic bán, ‘fair’, ‘handsome’, found in the Lowlands from 1324. In the Gaidhealtachd, a common adjective but not a surname. Bain was a common Caithness name but Caithness was not Gaelic-speaking. In semi-Gaelic places like Dingwall in the 16th century, Alexander Bayne of Tulloch could also be known as Alaister Mor Ban: this was a bilingual community. Donald III Bàn, son of Duncan, was king in 1093–97 before being overthrown by Edgar, but is not a progenitor of the later Bains.


Baird


Early names, de Barde and de Baard (13th century) attached to land grants, suggest a territorial origin from the Lanarkshire area, though the place name is not known. Henry de Barde is first on record from 1202. Gaelic bàrd, ‘rhymer’, ‘poet’ has also been proposed, but a Mac- name (see MacVurich) would be more probable here. John Logie Baird (1886–1946) was the first person to invent a practical form of television, in 1929.


Balfour


A location name from Fife, Gaelic baile, ‘farm’ or ‘village’, and phúir, ‘of the pasture’, and originally spoken with accent on the second syllable. The surname de Balfure appears in 1304 and remains a frequent name in Fife. Arthur James Balfour (1848–1930) was Prime Minister, 1902–05.


Bald


In origin, probably a descriptive name. In early documents, the Latin word Calvus, ‘bald’, is sometimes used as in William Calvus in a Peebles charter, though Henricus Baldus also occurs in 1219.


Ballentine, Ballantyne, Bellenden


Forms of Bellenden, from Gaelic Baile an deadhain, ‘the dean’s farm’, from localities in Roxburghshire, Fife and Perthshire. John Bellenden (c.1490–c.1550) archdeacon of Moray, was a poet, translator and historical writer. Ballentynes were prominent 16th-century lawyers. R.M. Ballantyne (1825–94), born in Edinburgh, was author of The Coral Island and many other books.


Balliol


Bernard de Baliol, from Bailleul in Picardy, was one of many Frenchmen encouraged by David I to settle in Scotland. They became Lords of Galloway. Through his grandmother, John Balliol (c.1250–1313) was a great-great-grandson of David I, and was established as king with an uneasy reign from 1292– 96. His father, also John, founded the eponymous college in Oxford, and his mother Devorguilla founded two abbeys in Galloway. The surname appears to have become extinct by 1400.


Bannatyne


Some people in past centuries seem to have called themselves both Bannatyne and Ballentine, suggesting two forms of the same name. However, Bannatyne records appear to go further back, with William de Bennothine in 1163, and it may be from a Gaelic name for a forgotten place. In any case, the two names became intertwined. George Bannatyne (1545–1608), an Edinburgh merchant, preserved much of pre-Reformation Scottish poetry.


Banks


Alexander de Riparia (Latin ‘of the banks’) owned land at Tweedmouth in the early 13th century. Either he or other riparians founded Banks as a surname. The Banks name in Orkney and Caithness, noted as Bankis in 1648, seems an unrelated local location name.


Bannerman


The first recorded Bannerman was doctor to king David II in 1368. There is no evidence that the name was of hereditary standard bearers to early kings. It may mean a maker or painter of banners, which were certainly very much part of medieval life. The name has always been closely associated with the area north of Aberdeen.


Barber, Barbour


Originally a professional name for a barber or barber-surgeon. The earliest reference is from 1296, but like other names of this sort, the literal meaning was left behind quite early on, though practising barbers may have continued with the name. For several centuries, the form Barbitonsor is found, suggesting hairdressing as well as beard trimming. John Barbour (c.1320–95), Archdeacon of Aberdeen, was author of ‘The Brus’, a poem celebrating the deeds of Robert I.


Barclay


A Scots form of English Berkeley. De Berchelai or Berkelai are noted among other versions of the name from the 13th century: Walter de Berkelai was Chamberlain of Scotland in 1165. They had large landholdings in the north-east and in Ayrshire. As the numbers spread, it became a relatively common name across the country. Around 1647, David Barclay purchased the estate of Urie, near Stonehaven. The Barclays of Urie were Quakers and linen traders whose business expanded to London, and through marriage, James Barclay in 1739 entered the banking business which became Barclays Bank.


Barr


From locations in Ayrshire and Renfrewshire, barr is Gaelic for ‘hill’, ‘height’. Sometimes recorded as Barre, it can be confused with Barrie. Atkyn de Barr was a bailie in Ayr, c.1340. In 1875, Robert Barr started to sell aerated waters in Falkirk.


Barrie


The Angus location name Barry, both a hill and a coastal village, as an origin is confirmed by various Barries recorded in the area over the years from 1360, when William de Barry was noted as ‘collector of contributions’. Early records often are Barre, risking confusion with Barr. The name is not connected with Barry in South Wales. Best-known bearer perhaps is Sir J.M. Barrie (1860–1937), playwright and novelist, author of Peter Pan, who was born in Kirriemuir.


Baxter


The Scots form of Baker, in its earliest Old English form, becestre, meant a woman baker, but later baxster is masculine. As almost every place of any size had a bakehouse, the name is well distributed from 1200, though not beyond the Highland line, and not necessarily occupation-related. Reginald Baxtar is in the Soltre (Soutra Hospital) records from 1200. Latin documents record the name as Pistor into the 14th century. Stanley Baxter (1926–), born in Glasgow, is a famous comic actor.


Beaton


A name famous in medical history. Fercos MacBetha is recorded in Islay in 1408: his descendants were doctors to the chief of MacDonald for the next two centuries. The Beaton family of Mull (Gaelic Peutan, of unknown origin) had a similar role with the chiefs of MacLean. A branch moved to the Aird in Inverness-shire, where one was known as MacKlich (Gaelic leigh, ‘physician’). In Scots language usage, the MacBeths and Beatons were taken as a single group and it is hard to trace individuals. A further complication is the name of Bethune, from the French town, known in Scotland from the 12th century with families living in Fife and Angus. Their name was often spelled Betun or Beton, and later Beaton, with no relationship to the Hebrideans. Cardinal David Beaton, assassinated at St Andrews in 1546, was of this family.


Beattie, Beatty, Beatson


A form of Bate, itself a diminutive of Bartholomew, established in the Borders from at least the early 14th century. Betty is another form of the name. James Beattie (1735–1803), theoriser on humour, was Professor of Moral Philosophy at Marischal College, Aberdeen.


Begbie


Begbie or Baikbie is a location near Haddington, East Lothian. The ultimate origin may be a Norse name, Bakki with suffix -by meaning ‘settlement’ or ‘farmstead’. The name is recorded from 1566 with John and William Baikbie, tenants in Drem.


Begg


A descriptive name in origin, from Gaelic beag, ‘small’. Never confined to the Highlands, it may have become an inherited name with its meaning half-forgotten, after Gaelic ceased to be the common language in the Central Lowlands. Malcol beg filius Glascop, recorded c.1208, ‘Little Malcolm son of Gillespie’, may illustrate how the name came about. He may be the same as Malcolm Beg or Begge, seneschal to the Earl of Levenax (Lennox) in 1225–50.


Beith


Probably a location name from the town of Beith in Ayrshire. It derives from Gaelic beithe, ‘birch’, in Scots birk; making any direct connection with the tree unlikely. John Hay Beith (1876–1952) born in Manchester of Scottish parents, was a successful novelist, as Ian Hay, of the 1920s and ’30s.


Bell


Probably with no single source, the name could be descriptive, deriving from Old French bel, ‘handsome’, or as a Scotticised version of a Gaelic MacMillan byname, Clann na Belich. It has also been noted as a matronym, with some 13th-century men denoted as le filz Bel, ‘son of Bell or Isabel’. Henry Bell (1767–1830), born in Torphichen, was a pioneer steamship builder. Alexander Graham Bell (1847–1922), inventor of the telephone, was born in Edinburgh.


Bennie


Abbreviations of Benjamin or Benedict (rare forenames in Scotland) are not found in records. The earliest reference is as a location name from a tiny site above the Perthshire village of Braco, with Hugh de Benne, presumably the landholder, in 1201. The name Benzie, found in Aberdeenshire from the 15th and 16th centuries, may come from a miswriting of Bennie.


Benzie, see Bennie


Bethune, see Beaton


Bews


An Orkney name, unrelated to English Bews. Found from 1640, with Adam Bewis in Rendall, the tenancy of the Bu or ‘palace’ farm at Orphir may be the source.


Biggar


A location name from the parish and town of Biggar (possibly derived from Old Norse bygg, ‘barley’, and garth, ‘field’ or ‘yard’. Flemish ownership from the 12th century is indicated by successive Baldwins de Biggar, but from the 13th century it could just mean someone who had come from there.


Bilsland


There are two places called Bellsland (presumably after a proprietor) close to Kilmarnock in Ayrshire. John Bellisland is recorded from 1592. Sir William Bilsland (1847–1921) owned one of Scotland’s largest bakeries, famous for ‘Bilsland’s Biscuits’, and was Lord Provost of Glasgow.


Binnie


From Gaelic beinnan, ‘little hill’, a location name from Uphall parish in West Lothian. William de Binin is noted from 1243. The name needs careful tracing as it was also rendered as Bennie on occasion.


Birkmyre


From a Dumfriesshire location, descriptive as a place name, from Scots birk, ‘birch’, and myre, ‘moss’. Michael Birkmyr witnessed a property exchange in Dumfries in 1477. It is among the rarer surnames.


Birnie


A Moray name, though like most surviving names it spread from the original location. It may originate from Gaelic braonach, ‘rainy’, though other sources have been suggested. Metathesis, as of ‘ra’ to ‘ar’ or ‘ir’ is a common occurrence in name evolution. James de Brennath, burgess of Elgin, is noted in 1261.


Birse


The Aberdeenshire parish name of Birse has been linked to Brittonic preas, ‘copse’, though ‘Briss’ might have been expected. Scots birse means ‘bristle’. Duncan de Birss is recorded in Aberdeen, 1469. The location name is most likely.


Bissett


Henricus Byset, of French origin, is recorded sometime before 1198, and in the medieval period Bissets spread to Aberdeenshire and Moray. The name derives from Old French bis, ‘rock dove’, with a diminutive ending. Up to the mid-13th century, the Bissets were a major power in a region later associated with the Clan Chattan and the Frasers: John Byset founded the priory of Beauly in 1231. Baldred Bisset (fl. around 1300) was Scottish delegate to the Papal Court, 1302.


Black


In Old English, blaec is ‘black’ and blác is ‘white’ or ‘bright’. In Scotland, it would appear that the blác form, as a name, has usually become Blake. Black as a surname in Latin documents is Niger, which leaves no room for doubt. Hugh Niger is noted in 1178; Thomas Blak in 1353. Gaelic surnames indicating ‘black’, such as MacIldowie, may on occasion have been Scotticised into Black. Adam Black (1784–1874), born in Edinburgh, with his brother Charles was the original publisher of Encyclopedia Britannica. George Fraser Black (1865–1948), born in Stirling, bibliographer at New York Public Library, was author of the encyclopedic The Surnames of Scotland.


Blackadder


A Berwickshire river name, from the Black Adder Water, a tributary of the Tweed. The lands of Blackadder were noted as property of one Blakadir in 1426. Blackadders are also found in Lanarkshire and Perthshire in the 15th and 16th centuries. It is among the rarer names.


Blackie


A diminutive or familiar form of Black, not on record before the 16th century, when John Blakye is listed in a Dunkeld record of 1506. John Stuart Blackie (1809–95), first Professor of Celtic at Edinburgh University, was a champion of Gaelic culture. The firm of Blackie, established in 1809 by John Blackie and Partners, was an independent publisher until 1991.


Blain, see MacBlain


Blair


Gaelic blàr means ‘field’, ‘level space’, and does not usually act as a place name without a qualifier, as in Blairgowrie (once ‘Blair in Gowrie’). Nevertheless, a de Blare family is recorded in 12th-century Ayrshire holding the barony of Blare. The land was granted to Jean François, whose son William took the name de Blare. Another family of Blairs arose at Balthay- ock near Blairgowrie, with Stephen de Blare recorded between 1204 and 1211. In modern times, Eric Blair (1903– 50) wrote as George Orwell, and Tony Blair (1953–) was Prime Minister of the UK.


Blance


A Shetland name, probably from a personal forename, Old Norse Bljan. Thomas Blanx is recorded in Fetlar, 1575.


Bogle


Bowgyhill in the Monklands district (now Boglea) has been identified as the location for this name. Margaret Bogyll is recorded in Glasgow in 1347. The form Boaghill is also found. The meaning of the name is unclear, but it has no connection with Scots bogle, ‘apparition’.


Bonar


This name is first recorded in Scotland with Thomas Boner in Aberdeen, 1281, which gives some credence to the tradition of a French origin with a family called Bonares, with Guillem de Bonares establishing himself in a somewhat elusive site named Bonar in Perthshire in the reign of William I. Horatius Bonar (1808–89), of Edinburgh, was a prodigious hymn writer.


Bookless


A location name from Booklawes near Melrose, likely derived from Old English buc, ‘goat’, and hlaw, ‘hill’. Its first record is of Robert de Bucles, a charter witness for Kelso Abbey around 1220. A rare name elsewhere but found in various forms in 16th-and 17th-century Lothian: Buccles, Buikles, Booklaws, and still found in the Borders and Edinburgh.
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