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Ivor Cutler once commented that the imperfections of life can often be achingly moving.
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Everyone should write a book at least once in their lifetime and I count myself one of the lucky few who have made it into print. Friends and colleagues along the way have contributed ideas for stories, and relationships past and present have enabled it to happen. In particular, I would like to thank Nigel Lucas, who showed me the value of being inquisitive. He is no longer around, but is well missed.


Judy Mackie, editor of Leopard Magazine, and that stalwart of the Northern Scot, Mike Collins, have encouraged my writing and, indeed, have often funded it. Mike freely gave me a platform and when, on occasion, he was unable to use my stories, willingly passed them on to others for publication. As for Judy, she must have often wondered what on earth I would send her next. From early beginnings as an occasional contributor to Leopard she quickly promoted me to the status of regular columnist. Over the course of an apprenticeship of several years she both edited my work and encouraged me to explore Aberdeenshire with an open mind and often with an open chequebook. The Our Town series was the result and what an eye-opener it was. From Portsoy in the north to Stonehaven in the south, no town in the north-east of Scotland was safe from Leopard’s scrutiny.


Aberdeen Voice also deserves special recognition. As a not-for-profit weekly publication it has, to the best of my knowledge, published more or less anything I have ever submitted. Special thanks are due to editor Fred Wilkinson and Voice sub-editor Paul Kohn.


I am also grateful to the family of the late great Doric poet Bob Smith for their open invitation to include his work. He and I collaborated several times before his demise. In 2014 I had penned an article about a celebrated Aberdeenshire cow for the Scottish Review and Bob’s ‘Turra Coo’ accompanied the piece. As a tribute to the man, I have included his poem here in its entirety in the section helpfully entitled ‘Cattle’.


The various local newspapers or squeaks encountered along the way have also been well appreciated. There will, I hope, be better days ahead for weekly local journalism.


My companion Janice Rayne has always encouraged the writing, often at great personal sacrifice and I am grateful for her support in the making of this book. She and I have had many adventures along the way. My lifelong pal James Bryce also deserves special thanks. He has always encouraged my writing on the basis that anyone who owns a pen can write a book. I only hope that he is correct in his assumption.


A very few of the stories within have been published in one form or another across the years and in this volume I have enhanced and in most cases completely rewritten such pieces in the hope of securing appreciation from a new audience. As far as I can tell, most of what follows is completely true but please forgive those infamous last words.


I hope you enjoy The A–Z of Curious Aberdeenshire. It’s been a good few years in the making.
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The folklore and the history of Aberdeenshire make for interesting reading. Invading armies have come and gone and the boom and bust of oil has changed the landscape forever. Where bloody battles were won and lost, gas pipelines and shiny white windmills now litter the landscape.


Along the way the Romans left their mark and evidence, in the form of long-abandoned marching camps, is still being excavated. The Picts, for their part, left a more obvious heritage in the form of symbol stones and hill forts. Macbeth, Burns and Inkson McConnochie all played their part in shaping the folklore of the North-east, and the monarchs and the lairds, for their part, often took more decisive action. As a sometimes-tearful populace looked on, they variously managed the land and, more often than not, plundered it mercilessly. Mary Queen of Scots, the doomed Marquis of Montrose and those Jacobite Pretenders ravished the landscape and, in consequence, often exposed the population to the full horrors of civil war and state-sponsored vengeance. The castles of old bear witness to the cruelty of the past and the ballads of old record the tumultuous events that shaped the history of the north-east of Scotland.


Inevitably in a work of this kind there will be a few ‘floating’ folk tales that readers may recognise as belonging elsewhere. Secret tunnels and bottomless pools are typical of the genre. I make no apology for including these and will leave it to the reader to judge their accuracy.


The A–Z of Curious Aberdeenshire is a varied collection of tales intended both to satisfy the casual reader and hopefully act as a primer for those, both tourists and locals, who yearn to learn more about the people and the events that have shaped this beautiful part of Scotland.


I hope that these wee snippets of history will both satisfy and enthral the reader. Please dip in to these pages and smile gently at the past.




Note: The terms Aberdeenshire, the North-east and Grampian are variously used to refer to the County of Aberdeenshire.
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The landscape of Aberdeenshire is littered with structures as old as the pyramids of both Egypt and Peru, and most settlements in the county can boast a standing stone or two. Many are host to stone circles rivalling Stonehenge and a select few are home to ancient artefacts in the shape of 4,000-year-old carved stone balls. Known as ‘petrospheres’ and dating from Neolithic times, these are typically 7cm across with between three and 160 protruding knobs on their surface. They could be weapons, coinage, loom weights or religious objects. No one really knows for sure.


Scotland currently boasts two public art installations based on these mysterious objects. Festival Square in the very heart of Edinburgh’s financial district features First Conundrum, created for the millennium celebrations by artist Remco de Fouw, which consists of a series of Neolithic carved balls. The second installation dominates Market Square at Oldmeldrum in Aberdeenshire. Created by Deeside artist Janet McEwan, a graduate of Aberdeen’s Grays School of Art, the piece was financed in 2011 by the Scottish government’s Town Centre Regeneration Fund, supported by Aberdeenshire Arts Development Team.


The artwork consists of three large granite spheres collectively called The Eternal Present: GNEISS GRANITE GABBRO. The design was inspired by several petrospheres unearthed at nearby Barra Hill and uses three varieties of local granite.


Alongside commissioning the sculpture, Aberdeenshire Council undertook extensive work intended to revitalise the town square, and a new and experimental ‘courtesy traffic calming system’ was put in place in the historic village centre. Based on the psychological principle that uncertainty is likely to reduce traffic speed, all of the junction markings and traffic signage on the main square were removed, forcing puzzled drivers to negotiate priorities at the various road junctions.
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Oldmeldrum Market Square petrospheres sculpture. (© Duncan Harley)





Residents continue to have mixed feelings regarding this experimental traffic management scheme but are understandingly proud of the GNEISS GRANITE GABBRO sculpture.
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Port Elphinstone-born poet-sculptor James Pittendrigh Macgillivray must be one of Aberdeenshire’s best-kept secrets. Born in 1856, Macgillivray trained in Glasgow under, among others, Banff-born sculptor William Brodie. Early on in his career Macgillivray produced exquisite busts of ‘Glasgow Boy’ painter Joseph Crawhall and philosopher Thomas Carlyle. His later works achieved international fame and include Edinburgh’s Gladstone monument, the David Livingstone statue in Glasgow, the statue of Robert Burns in Irvine and the Lord Byron statue in Aberdeen.


Macgillivray was heavily influenced by Pictish designs and he is sometimes linked with the Scottish Renaissance movement of the 1920s. He is buried in Edinburgh’s Gogar churchyard and his tombstone, which he himself carved in 1910 in memory of his wife Frieda, closely resembles the mysterious Pictish Maiden Stone that sits by the roadside at Pitcaple, near his home town of Inverurie.


Appointed King’s Sculptor in Ordinary for Scotland in 1921, Macgillivray occasionally turned his hand to poetry and was also an accomplished musician. Amongst his verse is this oddity:




The Return (A Piper’s Vaunting)


Och hey! for the splendour of tartans!


And hey for the dirk and the targe!


The race that was hard as the Spartans


Shall return again to the charge:


Shall come back again to the heather,


Like eagles, with beak and with claws


To take and to scatter for ever


The Sassenach thieves and their laws.


Och, then, for the bonnet and feather!


The pipe and its vaunting clear:


Och, then, for the glens and the heather!


And all that the Gael holds dear.





Many folk in the North-east are strongly of the opinion that Pittendrigh Macgillivray should have stuck with the sculpture!
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The Deeside town of Banchory sits in the lee of the Hill of Fare and enjoys a favourable climate in comparison to the towns further up the valley of the River Dee. However, a balmy day in summer is not the first thing to spring to mind when recalling the work of Deeside landscape artist Joseph Farquharson. Born in 1846 and heir to the family’s Finzean estate, he is popularly associated with atmospheric paintings of sheep-littered winter landscapes. Affectionately known locally as ‘The Painting Laird’, Farquharson studied under French master Carolus-Duran, a contemporary of Édouard Manet. In the Paris of the 1880s, he became acquainted with the Barbizon school of painting. In warm summer weather, Barbizon artists ventured outdoors to paint directly from nature. Canvasses would typically be left on site, often for weeks at a time, until completed. On his return to Deeside, Joseph Farquharson adapted this plein air, or open air, technique for use at Northern latitudes. Having designed and built a series of mobile painting huts, complete with glazed panels and a wood stove, he would sit in reasonable comfort, painting Deeside landscapes in almost any weather, returning to part-completed work as and when favourable light and weather allowed.


It was his mastery of snowbound winter landscapes, often including flocks of sheep, which caught the public imagination. His 1883 Christmas card classic ‘The Joyless Winter Day’, featuring a lonely shepherd tending his flocks in a raging Deeside blizzard, quickly became a bestseller. His sheep paintings presented many technical challenges, such as the fact that a flock of sheep cannot easily be persuaded to stand still. To solve this problem, Farquharson commissioned a flock of life-size plaster sheep from Monymusk-born craftsman William Wilson and used these to stake out the positions of the original live subjects in order to preserve the scene as the work progressed. It was apparently quite common at one time for folk in and around Banchory to stumble across his painting huts, complete with a dozen or so eerily silent and unmoving sheep, neatly arranged and awaiting the artist’s return.


Best-selling Scottish artist Jack Vettriano was recently quoted as saying that whoever had rejected his paintings for the Royal Academy should ‘Go and live in a cave’. Joseph Farquharson might well have agreed. Despite considerable financial success as an artist during his lifetime, and election to the Royal Academy in 1900, he was on occasion sneeringly referred to by some fellow artists as ‘Frozen Mutton Farquharson’. Farquharson had the last laugh however when in 1985 Aberdeen Art Gallery hosted a retrospective of his work to mark the fiftieth anniversary of his death.
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The flight path into Aberdeen’s Dyce Airport offers travellers spectacular aerial views of the Aberdeenshire landscape. Hills and lochs appear quite different when viewed from 10,000ft or so and even well-known features can take on a completely new and unexpected form. One such landscape feature is Place of Origin in the village of Kemnay. Conceived as a piece of landscape art and officially opened by HRH the Duke of Kent in 2006, the sculpture addresses the long and important history of granite quarrying in Aberdeenshire. In its heyday, the quarry at Paradise Hill employed 400 men and much of the quarried stone went to make iconic structures such as Sydney Harbour Bridge and Marischal College in Aberdeen.


Ten years in the making, the Place of Origin artwork takes the form of a series of woodland walks and stone-built features culminating in a high vantage point where visitors can appreciate the sheer scale of the old quarry works within the surrounding landscape. The viewpoint is constructed using some 100,000 tons of quarry waste and draws inspiration from the various recumbent stone circles in the local landscape.


John Maine, one of the artists involved in the project, comments that:




The underlying idea of Place of Origin was to lead people to a vantage point from which the Kemnay quarry would be revealed. In order to let viewers see the drama of the quarry without actually being exposed to the dangers of granite cliffs, we built a hill with a viewing platform high above the quarry workings.
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Place of Origin sculpture at Kemnay. (© Duncan Harley)





The vantage point was created with the help of huge trucks and giant cranes: ‘We would set out a circle of quarry blocks and then fill the middle with granite chippings. This final stage is therefore granite through and through.’


Among, the tens of thousands of tons of quarry waste the artists involved in the project discovered a collection of jet black stones that were identified as having come all the way from India. Imported in order to provide an architectural highlight for the façades of otherwise grey granite buildings, these blocks now line the path leading to the top of the viewpoint, symbolically fulfilling their original function as a foil for the granite structure while also providing a welcome seat for the weary.


The artists involved suggest that Place of Origin shares an aesthetic sense with Japanese gardens in that it reflects the larger landscape it sits in. They were, however, startled when it became apparent that they had unwittingly created a landscape that, viewed from the air, took on a completely unexpected form. Images from above clearly show that the paths connecting the various elements of the vast sculpture closely resemble the sorts of patterns carved by Pictish sculptors on the various symbol stones found in the area. The artists had never planned to create a path network based on such imagery since it would, they felt, have seemed contrived.


Apparently the giant sculpture is visible to astronauts manning the International Space Station.
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Aberdeenshire is served by both an international airport and also a busy heliport serving North Sea oil exploration. In the twenty-first century the airport connects Aberdeen and Aberdeenshire to destinations around the globe and is Britain’s fifth busiest airport in terms of total aircraft movement with around 3.76 million fixed-wing passengers passing through the airport each year; the heliport adds another 0.5 million helicopter passengers annually.


The airport was not always so busy. As North-east writer Mike Shepherd points out, its facilities in the very early days of the North Sea oil boom were at best woefully inadequate. ‘Amazingly, in 1972,’ writes Mike, ‘the airport was quite basic and the arrivals and departures building was an old Nissen hut. One end was the bar and the other end was the tickets and seats. The same bloke did both jobs.’ Facilities have fortunately improved in recent decades and the old Nissen hut was long ago replaced with a fit-for-purpose passenger terminal, but aviation in the north-east of Scotland has had a long and sometimes bizarre history.
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Captain Fresson’s aircraft hangar at Cairnhall near Kintore. (© Duncan Harley)





Alongside the A96 at Cairnhall, on the outskirts of Kintore, there sits a fairly nondescript matt-black corrugated iron building of seemingly indeterminate age. Described by the Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments of Scotland as ‘Kintore Aircraft Hangar’, the building has experienced several incarnations. In recent decades, it served as a water board store and is today occupied by an offshore equipment company. The category B-listed building was in fact erected in 1934 by air pioneer Captain Ernest Fresson, to house and service his airliners. Barnstormers such as Sir Alan Cobham’s hugely popular Cobham’s Flying Circus performed at Kintore in the 1930s but although Captain Fresson was not averse to providing occasional joyrides, his mission at Cairnhall was to develop the aerodrome for passenger and airmail operations.


Fresson first became interested in aviation in 1908. As a youngster, he had witnessed first-hand early flights by aviation pioneers such as Brabazon and Short. With a flying career that included Royal Flying Corps service on anti-U-boat patrols during the First World War, he quickly grasped the potential of commercial flying and, by 1934, was operating Britain’s first airmail service to Orkney via Inverness. An Aberdeen–Orkney air route quickly followed, with flights taking off from a coastal grass airstrip at Seaton. The coming of the Royal Highland Show to Seaton, in 1935, meant that Fresson’s airline, Highland Airways, would have to find an alternative local aerodrome. The airstrip at Dyce was unavailable, being at the time in the hands of a rival airline, and the captain began a desperate search for a replacement landing ground. In his memoirs, The Air Road to the Isles, he records the history of Kintore Airfield. The captain had recently purchased a 1920s DH.60 Gipsy Moth biplane from aviation pioneer Heloise ‘Hailo’ Pauer, and used the machine to scout out potential landing strips in the Aberdeenshire countryside. On arriving at Kintore, he approached a local farmer who, unable to spare the grazing land, recommended a neighbour who owned two fairly flat fields over by the cemetery. ‘It was a good omen,’ recalled Fresson in his autobiography, ‘at least we would not have to look far in case of accident.’


Over a bottle of malt, the captain and the farmer at Cairnhall struck a deal. A hangar and an airstrip could be built on the site and a long lease was agreed. To sweeten the deal, the two men agreed that between flights, which averaged perhaps four per day, the farmer’s dairy herd could continue to graze the landing ground.


Travel between Kintore Airfield and Orkney in those days cost £5.50 return and the airline flew in and out of Kintore using mainly DH.89A Dragon Rapides nine-seater, twin-engine biplanes. During the Second World War, the airstrips at Cairnhall and at neighbouring East Fingask at Oldmeldrum operated as dispersal aerodromes for RAF Dyce – nowadays better known as Aberdeen International Airport.


In his later years, Captain Fresson liked to entertain dinner guests with tales of the daring early days of Scottish aviation. One such story involved the search for a missing RAF Avro Anson aeroplane during spring 1941. While flying over the Cairngorms, Fresson claimed that he had not only located the 1941 crash site, but had also spotted the remains of a much older crash, dating from the winter of 1917. Seemingly, the 1917 wreck was that of a Royal Flying Corps Sopwith Camel that had gone missing without trace on a training flight out of Montrose Air Base. The captain’s tale concludes with a vivid description of the tattered wreckage, wedged tightly in a snow-covered corrie, with the goggled and helmeted skeleton of the pilot still on board! First World War air historians have cast doubt on the authenticity of the captain’s story, but whatever the truth of the matter, it does make for an interesting after dinner tale.


Bizarrely, even while Fresson was sharing the airfield at Kintore with grazing cattle, the farmer at Cairnhall was engaged in letting out the landing strip to an Inverurie businessman for horse racing. No wonder the captain chose the field beside the cemetery.
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In the 1930s public interest in aviation had never been higher and the phenomenon of the air circus had much to do with this. In 1933, Sir Alan Cobham’s Flying Circus toured the North-east, performing at Kintore, Macduff and Huntly.


Friday, 14 July was show day. Despite rain, crowds filled the showground, a field on the outskirts of the market town of Huntly, to await the arrival of the flying circus. As the fourteen-strong air fleet swept in over the town, few present could have imagined the extent of the preparations made prior to the event. The complex nature of Cobham’s Flying Circus required meticulous planning. The council, local landowners and local newspapers all had to be brought, and in some cases bought, onside. Permissions, suppliers and publicity had to be in place well before the event. To facilitate this, an advance crew visited the town, led by a manager whose job it was to arrange everything from hotel accommodation for the pilots to the selling of catering concessions to local companies. Crucially, the manager had to gain the cooperation of those landowners who could provide crop-free and level landing areas, often with the promise that they would make an absolute fortune after the show by selling off land for a ‘proposed’ Huntly International Airport. Local businesses were offered sponsorship deals and the Huntly Palace cinema ran a raffle for patrons, with a pleasure flight worth 5 shillings as the prize.


Provost Christie welcomed the fliers and, after a brief speech in which he enthused about the bright future of air travel, he encouraged the crowd to purchase tickets for ‘a flight, if not two’. He was treated to a complimentary joyride and then the show began in earnest.
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An early flying machine. (© Duncan Harley)





Accompanied by a blaring commentary from the loudspeaker van, displays of ‘Really Crazy Flying, Formation Aerobatics and Dancing in the Air’ wowed the crowd. Wing walkers, a solo parachute descent and a scaled-down Schneider Cup Trophy Race followed. Aircraft flew through hoops, looped-the-loop and performed a manoeuvre mysteriously billed as ‘Aerial Pig Sticking’. A highlight, described in the programme as a ‘Surprise Item’, involved a Cobham pilot disguised as a member of the crowd running on to the flying arena accompanied by shouts of ‘Stop that man!’ before taking off in a ‘stolen’ biplane. Once airborne, the thief performed several wobbly low-level circuits of the showground while waving excitedly to the crowd and making a great show of lighting his pipe mid-air. He then climbed out on to the wing, leaving the aircraft pilot-less. Unsurprisingly perhaps, a pilot was killed a year or so later performing this same stunt. After the evening performance, the Flying Circus moved on to the nearby coastal town of Macduff to repeat the entire performance next day.


Cobham was not the first to fly out of Huntly. The town’s earliest brush with aviation came in 1910, when an advert in the Huntly Express announced that the famous aviator Douglas Gilmour was to take off from the town’s Castle Park on 4 August. Apparently 2,000 people turned out to marvel at the spectacle. The owner of an early French-built Bleriot monoplane, Gilmour had a keen nose for publicity and was a favourite with the press, having gained national notoriety by bombing the Submarine Depot at Portsmouth with oranges, much to the embarrassment of the Navy.


The Huntly flight ended safely, the plane having landed in a field near the town’s East Park Street, but Gilmour was killed two years later, in 1912, when his aircraft suffered structural failure over Richmond.


Another North-east aviation pioneer was George Davidson, born 1858. Known locally as ‘Fleein Geordie’, he is best remembered as the inventor of the steam-powered Davidson Air-Car. Davidson’s designs tended to border on the bizarre. Weighing almost 8 tons, his Air-Car concept was ambitious to say the least. Nevertheless, between 1883 and 1897, he carried out local testing of early designs, culminating in a well-publicised flight attempt at Burnett Park in Banchory. In front of press and curious onlookers, Davidson took off in a scaled-down version of his monoplane, only to crash almost immediately. Unhurt apart from his bruised pride, he continued to develop his designs. An improved version of the Air-Car, renamed the ‘Gyropter’, was eventually manufactured in America, where Davidson’s family had mining interests, but the project was finally abandoned following a catastrophic steam boiler explosion in 1906.


Fleein Geordie died at Inchmarlo Cottage, Banchory, in 1939 at the age of 80, having lived to see his predictions that aeroplanes would cross the Atlantic and be used to ‘drop dynamite on our enemies’ come true.
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In the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries many wealthy landowners funded health spas on their estates and would invite the good and the great to ‘take the waters’ for medicinal and recreational purposes – a sort of hot tub experience, but without the heat perhaps.


Physicians began to set up shop beside the spas and would often recommend specific treatments such as cold baths, hot douches and, of course, the drinking of sea water. Textbooks such as A Dissertation on the Use of Seawater in Diseases of the Glands, published in 1750 by Dr Richard Russell, gave specific instructions on what nowadays might be regarded as legalised torture.


Scotland’s national bard Robert Burns had strong links to the north-east of Scotland and on several occasions he toured the area, visiting relatives and gathering ballads for publication by Edinburgh music publisher James Johnson. He was in his later years a big fan of balneology.


Also known as ‘medical bathing’, balneology was popular in Burns’s time and various proponents claimed that exposure to the effects of healing waters might affect a cure where all other treatments had failed. Dissertations were published and intense debate erupted among medical men as to the efficacy of cold spring water versus cold sea water in the curing of the sick.


Burns died on 21 July 1796 at just 37 and there are many theories as to the exact cause of his death. These range from venereal disease to rheumatic fever, with conditions such as liver cirrhosis and alcohol-induced seizure not far behind. The years of hard labour spent as a tenant farmer must also have taken their toll and exacerbated his already poor health. A more likely explanation is that the sickly bard died of fever after being advised by his doctor, William Maxwell, to bathe naked in freezing seawater. Robert Burns died within days of trying this curative treatment and was duly buried on 25 July 1796.


Logie Coldstone in Aberdeenshire is home to the lost wells of Poldhu. Hidden deep within the woods of Blelack and fed by natural spring water, the granite-lined mineral baths at Poldhu were once a popular attraction for those seeking cures for virtually any ailment. Mentioned in the First Statistical Account of Scotland (1791–99), they are described as ‘a mineral spring in the parish [of Logie-Coldstone], a little to the S. of the church, called Poldow, which in Gaelic signifies “a black pool”; the water of which, some years ago, was much and successfully used for scorbutic and gravelish disorders’. By the time of the Second Statistical Account (1834–45), interest appears to have waned and the wells at Poldhu were said to be ‘occasionally resorted to by some, for the benefit of their health, and by others for amusement’.
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Poldhu Wells at Logie Coldstone. (© Duncan Harley)





With time, a rhododendron thicket enveloped the wells and hid them from view. Recently, however, interest in the historic site was revived following the chance discovery of an old photograph showing the wells in use by members of the Cromar History Group. In 2008, with the help of various partnerships plus funding from the Adopt a Monument Fund, the accumulated vegetation surrounding the wells was removed, new drains were dug and the original stonework refurbished to the original Victorian design.


Nowadays, of course, there are no outlandish claims regarding cures for scorbutic or gravelish disorders.
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Ballater in Deeside is also home to a set of wells long known for their curative properties. The Pannanich Wells just outside the modern burgh first attracted national attention in 1760, when local Tullich woman Isabella Michie began bathing in the waters. She suffered from scrofula, or tuberculosis of the lymphatic glands. Scrofula was also known as the ‘king’s evil’ and there was, at the time, a popular belief that the sovereign’s touch could affect a cure. Indeed, monarchs including Edward the Confessor and Louis XV of France reportedly ‘touched’ hundreds of victims at a time during grand ceremonies designed to show that the sovereign’s right to rule was God-given and that divine intervention came via the royal palms. There is little likelihood that Isabella had actually been touched by royalty so her complete recovery, from what was an often-fatal disease, was put down to the curative properties of the Pannanich Wells. Word spread like wildfire. However, the Ballater of 1760 was not quite ready to cope with the influx of visitors. In fact, it largely consisted of bleak empty moorland with few dwellings or creature comforts for the visitor. The railways were not to arrive until 1866 and the road system was quite primitive, lacking even a bridge over the River Dee.
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